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      I reached into the drawer and threw the rest of my t-shirts into the suitcase I’d flung onto my bed. It was filled to the brim with absolutely no organization—getting it closed was going to take a feat of magic.

      There was a knock on the door that led to the bathroom between me and Alyssa’s room.

      “Come in.” I sighed, knowing this was coming sooner or later. I hadn’t told her anything yet, but the suitcase was going to be a dead giveaway that I was leaving.

      Alyssa stepped through the door, and her mouth dropped open in shock.

      It took her a moment to recover.

      “I heard a lot of moving around in here,” she finally said. “Where are you going?”

      “I’m going home,” I lied, unable to look her in the eyes.

      “But you just got back.” She frowned, studying me. “Is this because of Zane?”

      Quickly, I reminded myself of the story that Kate had told the rest of the school.

      She’d said Vera had too much to drink on the night of the ball, that she’d used her magic to melt a part of the lake to go for a swim, and then drowned.

      Everyone knew Vera was Zane’s closest friend. So no one questioned it when they learned Zane was so full of grief over her death that he’d returned home.

      At the thought of Zane, tears formed in my eyes. I recalled the way he’d looked at me in those final moments. His frosty eyes had been full of more warmth than I’d ever seen as he’d told me he loved me.

      Then he ran off into the woods, deserting me out of the blue, with no explanation.

      In that moment, my heart had shattered. It was still shattered, although I was doing my best to pick up the pieces.

      Which wasn’t going to be easy once I got to the Immortal Mountains and saw Zane again.

      I needed to do whatever was possible to keep out of his sticky web of lies and stay focused on the plan—getting information from the immortals about the upcoming war and sharing that information with Kate and the others at the academy.

      In the meantime, I let the tears flow, then wiped them off my checks, knowing they would help sell my story. “It has nothing to do with Zane,” I lied. “It’s because everything that’s happened at this school isn’t what I signed up for. There’s so much conflict and death. It’s exhausting. I need a break. I have to go home.”

      “But there are all those monsters out there…” Alyssa trailed, fear in her eyes.

      “There are monsters in here, too,” I said. “Anyway, I was the champion of the air dorm during Greek Week. You heard about how I beat Lincoln. I can hold my own now.”

      “But that was Greek Week.” Her big eyes pleaded with me to stay, and I hated that I couldn’t be honest with her. “It’s different from the real world.”

      “We don’t all shut down when faced with a real-life monster,” I snapped.

      I flinched a second after the words left my mouth.

      Because they were a direct stab about how Alyssa had frozen when we’d fought that troll in the alley a few weeks ago. And about how she was nearly killed by a Norse handmaiden when they’d attacked the school.

      “Wow.” She crossed her arms over her chest, glaring at me. “What happened to you when you and Zane were visiting those other covens? It’s like you’re a different person.”

      Visiting other witch covens had been the cover story that Nicole, Blake, Mason, Zane, and I had used when we’d gone to the Immortal Mountains. Kate had told everyone that the Elders around the country had been so impressed by Zane’s fighting skills that they wanted to meet him.

      They said he’d chosen me to accompany him. Which no one questioned, since nearly everyone saw Zane and I leave together at the end of the ball.

      He’d been the king of Greek Week, and I was the unofficial queen.

      The queen he’d told he loved, and then left in the woods before I could say a word in return.

      I made a show of turning away from Alyssa and taking a deep breath before looking back. “I am a different person,” I said. “You don’t understand. You’ve known you’re a witch for your entire life. I just found out a few weeks ago. During that time, the school’s been attacked, multiple people have died, and you almost died. I need a break. I need to get out of here.” I glanced anxiously around my room, as if the four walls were a jail cell.

      “This seems like it’s coming out of nowhere,” she said.

      “It’s not,” I replied. “You just didn’t know because you’ve been unconscious for the past few weeks.”

      She glared at me again, as if she still didn’t believe me.

      I said nothing.

      “Fine,” she finally said. “But wait here. I want to give you something.” She hurried back into her room, leaving the doors open behind her.

      I heard her rummaging around, and she returned holding a necklace.

      “Take this.” She thrusted the necklace at me. It was gold, with a pendant of the triple moon on it. A cloudy moonstone filled the circle in the center. “It’s Hecate’s symbol. Wear it so she can protect you.”

      Hecate.

      My mom.

      I still couldn’t believe that the woman who’d raised me had been a goddess the entire time.

      But that wasn’t the craziest part.

      The craziest part was that I was a goddess.

      The secret daughter of Hades and Persephone. Given away at birth so Hecate could raise me and keep me a secret from Hades for as long as possible.

      I still hadn’t managed to get that through my brain. Because I didn’t feel any different than I had before. Although I supposed I wouldn’t feel any different, because physically, nothing about me had changed.

      The only thing that had changed was that I knew the truth about who I was.

      “Please take it,” Alyssa asked, snapping me back to the present. “You’re going to need something to protect you out there.”

      “Right.” Realizing I’d spaced out, I took the necklace from Alyssa and awkwardly put it on. “Thanks.”

      The pendant warmed when it touched my skin, as if it was telling me it was meant for me.

      “It’s one of my favorites,” she said. “Don’t lose it.”

      “I won’t.”

      I touched it gently, knowing I’d have to put it somewhere safe before I left.

      Because I couldn’t be wearing the symbol of Hecate when I marched into the Immortal Mountains to tell the immortals that I’d decided to join their side.

      My lungs tightened at the reminder of what I was setting out to do. Because I wasn’t going home. I was going far, far from it.

      I was going to walk straight into enemy territory.

      But Zane had told me our soulmate bond would make his people consider me one of them. And sure, he’d told me a lot of lies. But I knew deep in my soul that he was telling the truth when he’d said he’d loved me, and that his people would take me in. I wouldn’t have agreed to this crazy plan otherwise.

      Nicole, Kate, and Blake believed in me.

      It was time I believed in myself. Especially because I was a goddess with more power than I’d ever realized.

      Although that didn’t stop butterflies from forming in my stomach every time I thought about what I was about to do.

      “Are you okay?” Alyssa asked. “You look really pale.”

      I’m the daughter of the king of the Underworld, I wanted to say. I always look pale.

      But I bit back the words, for obvious reasons.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “But can I have some space? I’m leaving early tomorrow morning, and I need to finish packing.”

      She glanced at my full suitcase and backed away, looking like she’d been punched in the gut. “Sure,” she said. “But before you leave tomorrow morning, can you stop in and say goodbye?”

      “I don’t want to wake you up,” I said, since tomorrow was Sunday, and Alyssa rarely woke up before noon on a Sunday.

      “I’ll survive.” She glanced at my suitcase again, which had parts of my clothes hanging over the ends. “Do you need anything else? I can help you organize that if you want.”

      “I just told you that I want some time alone to pack up the rest of my stuff,” I snapped again, hating that I had to act this way toward her. She was only trying to be nice. It wasn’t her fault that my world was falling apart on both the outside and the inside, and I had to keep the truth from her for her own safety.

      Tears glistened in her eyes.

      She didn’t deserve this.

      So I centered myself and gave her a small smile. “I’ll come by tomorrow morning to say bye. I promise.”

      “Cool,” she said. “Thanks.”

      “Of course.”

      She gave me another look, as if she was expecting me to say something else, then continued, “Make sure to text me while you’re away. Okay?”

      “Sure,” I forced the word out, since there was no cell service in the Immortal Mountains, and I wouldn’t be able to bring my phone, anyway. “Sleep well.”

      “You too.” She finally took her cue to exit and closed the door behind her.

      I immediately put on some music. Just the regular hits station—I’d never been picky about what I listened to. The purpose of the music was so Alyssa wouldn’t be able to hear what I was going to do next.

      I walked to my dresser and picked up the handheld mirror laying on top of it. It was gold, with green vines made of metal traveling around the handle and frame. My mom had given it to me, telling me it was the closest one she could find that looked like the magic mirror owned by Persephone.

      Persephone—who was also my mom. My biological mom.

      It was confusing. But I’d been raised by Hecate. Hecate was who I thought of as my mom. And I didn’t know Persephone. She wasn’t “Mom” to me. She was the goddess who’d given birth to me and then didn’t bother trying to be a part of my life during the few months each year she lived on Earth.

      So, I thought of Hecate as my mom and Persephone by her given name.

      Before saying anything, I stared at my reflection in the handheld mirror. Even though my skin was pale, it had a dewy glow to it. My green eyes had no circles or bags under them, even though I was stressed and heartbroken.

      My features never reflected any inner stress I had. I’d always chalked it up to good genetics, and I supposed I’d been right—it was because I was a goddess.

      A goddess.

      I didn’t think I’d ever be able to think about the word in reference to myself without it feeling ridiculous.

      As I gazed into the mirror, familiar chills crawled up my spine, like someone was watching me.

      Persephone. She’d been watching me through mirrors for my entire life, although I’d only been able to feel it after my magic had broken free from the binding spell my mom had placed on it soon after I was born.

      “Hi, Persephone,” I started, feeling ridiculous speaking into a mirror. I’d done it a few times in the days since learning the truth about how she was watching me through them, to catch her up on everything that had been going on.

      Maybe I should have found it creepy that she’d been watching me for my entire life, but it felt good to know that someone was looking out for me.

      It was her strange way of showing me she loved me.

      “I head out to the Immortal Mountains tomorrow,” I started. “And I’m…” I wracked my mind to identify the feeling.

      Scared.

      Anxious.

      Determined.

      Hopeful.

      “I’ve never done something like this,” I said instead. “At least, not alone.”

      You won’t be alone, I reminded myself. You have Zane.

      Maybe.

      Hopefully.

      Because even though he’d left me, I didn’t believe he’d let any harm come to me. He’d risked himself for me when he’d healed Blake and revealed the truth about who he was, and I hoped the good I’d seen in him then hadn’t been a one-time thing.

      I didn’t believe the Universe would have made him my soulmate if it hadn’t been.

      “I’m bringing a mirror with me,” I continued. “Not this one—it’s far too conspicuous. Just a regular compact so I can reach out whenever I need. Phones don’t work out there, so the mirror might be my only way to get word to anyone outside their village. I don’t know how much you’ll be able to do from the Underworld, but at least I won’t be totally alone.”

      I was rambling. It was strange talking into a mirror, especially since I couldn’t see anything but my reflection, and she couldn’t talk back to me.

      “Anyway, I’m going to keep packing,” I said. “I’ll let you know when I head out tomorrow.”

      With that, I placed the mirror face down on the dresser and looked around the room that had come to feel like home in the past few weeks. I loved sleeping in the huge bed they’d given me, working at the elegant desk, and lounging on the comfy couch eating pizza and watching Netflix with Alyssa. The simple things I’d come to take for granted were what I’d miss the most.

      Now, I only had one more night of sleeping at Elementals Academy.

      And I hoped with all my heart that it wouldn’t be my last.
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      I followed Alyssa’s instructions the next morning and woke her up to say goodbye. She was not thrilled with being woken up at dawn, but she forced a hug on me anyway.

      I’d never been much of a hugger, so I just stood there awkwardly until she finished.

      Now, I found myself in a place I’d often found myself in these past two weeks—in the back of Blake’s SUV, with Nicole sitting in the passenger seat. I sipped on the coffee she’d brought, glad she’d packed some cream and sugar this time. I didn’t think I’d ever grow to like coffee, but at least the sugar made it tolerable.

      The outside temperature dropped as we drove up the mountains, and more and more ice covered the bare branches of the trees. It was like we were in a winter wonderland, so far up in the middle of nowhere that the real world didn’t exist.

      Throughout the drive, Blake and Nicole drilled me on everything I needed to remember when I walked into the immortal village.

      Stay calm.

      Remain confident.

      Always be ready to use magic at a moment’s notice.

      Most importantly—don’t let anyone find out that I’m anything more than an elemental witch.

      Both Zane and Loki knew I was the daughter of Hades, but they didn’t know about Persephone. It was a toss-up on what Loki would do, but he hadn’t spilled anything yet. We simply had to pray he kept quiet for long enough for me to get to the immortal village. Once I was there, the Greek gods wouldn’t be able to reach me to steal me down to the Underworld.

      As for Zane, I trusted he wouldn’t tell the immortals what he knew about me. Nicole and Blake agreed.

      “I don’t like him,” Blake said. “But I believed him when he said he loved you.”

      “We wouldn’t have supported this mission otherwise,” Nicole chimed in.

      “Thanks.” I took a sip of coffee to relax my nerves.

      Blake turned off the main road, and the streets got narrower and narrower. They weren’t really even streets anymore. Just snow-dusted paths.

      We were getting close.

      My body numbed, and I took another sip of coffee, finishing it off.

      “How are you feeling?” Nicole asked.

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I’m feeling a lot of different things.”

      “Totally normal,” she said. “It’s a lot to walk into. Just take it one step at a time. You’ve got this.”

      I nodded, wishing I could be as confident as she was.

      Blake made another turn, pulled into the turn-off that was basically hidden by trees, and parked the car in front of the arched branches that started the path up the mountains.

      A tall woman with pale skin and snow-white hair stood in the archway, wearing a ballgown that looked like it was carved out of ice. Her shoulders and back were exposed, but she made no sign of being cold. It was like she was one with the snow and ice.

      She reminded of Elsa from Frozen.

      “Come on.” Blake removed his seatbelt and pulled the keys out of the ignition. “It’s time for you to meet our old friend. You’ll need to bundle up and get your things, but in the meantime, I’ll use my fire magic to stop the air from totally freezing you out.”

      “You’re sure about this?” I asked. Because the woman looked like she was about to shoot us through the hearts with icicles the moment we stepped out of the car.

      “Don’t worry.” Nicole gave me an encouraging look as she started to open the door. “She’s all caught up on everything. She agreed to do this. It’s going to be fine.”

      I forced myself out of the car, and the woman eyed us as we approached, like she was preparing for the worst. Her eyes were frostier than Zane’s—so sharp that it felt like she could turn someone to ice just by staring at them.

      They were fitting for a snow goddess.

      Nicole plastered a huge smile on her face, beaming with confidence. “Chione,” she said brightly. “It’s so nice to see you again.”

      But Chione wasn’t looking at Nicole.

      She was focused on me.

      Well, not me. At the sword I was carrying.

      The Golden Sword of Athena.

      The sword that Chione had guarded in her ice palace for thousands of years.

      “So, it’s true.” Chione remained eerily still as she spoke. “The Golden Sword has chosen a new owner.”

      The sword warmed at my side, as if confirming her statement.

      I wrapped my fingers lovingly around the handle. I hadn’t had the sword for long, but I was going to miss it. I couldn’t bring it to the immortal village—it would be far too suspicious—but I needed it now to prove to Chione that she should trust me.

      “What did you say your name was again?” Chione sounded bored—like my name hardly mattered to her.

      I swallowed down the ball of anxiety in my throat at the fact that I was talking to a goddess. And sure, I was a goddess too, but this was different. Chione was thousands of years old.

      I was a baby goddess in comparison.

      And she didn’t know I was a goddess. Which was obvious, given the condescending way she was speaking to me. Or maybe she would have spoken to me like this no matter what. She certainly didn’t seem like the friendly type.

      But she was doing us a favor. And as much as I hated people who were condescending, I needed to be nice to her.

      My life likely depended on it.

      And now Chione, Blake, and Nicole were all staring at me.

      Right—Chione had asked for my name.

      “Summer,” I said. “Summer Donovan.”

      Great. The way I said it made me sound like I thought I was James Bond or something.

      Blake suppressed a chuckle.

      “Summer Donovan,” Chione repeated, her expression neutral. “Your friends speak highly of you. But their opinions aren’t what matter to me. The Golden Sword’s, however, is. And if the sword chose you, then I trust that you have what it takes to stop this ridiculous upcoming war with the Norse gods.”

      “I’ll do everything I can,” I said, since it was the truth.

      And if I wanted her to have confidence in me, then I needed to have confidence in myself.

      “You’ll take her safely to the immortal village?” Nicole asked.

      “I already promised I would,” Chione said, turning her attention to me. “Although, once you reach the border of the village, you’re on your own. Only those they let through can cross their barrier, and I’m not responsible for anything that happens to you after that point.”

      “Understood,” I said.

      “Great,” Blake said. “Let’s get your stuff.”

      I went with him to the car, where he handed me my winter gear, and I grudgingly put it on.

      I’d be one of the happiest people on the planet if I never had to put on multiple layers of clothing ever again. It was exhausting to deal with.

      I took the pack of supplies and swung it onto my back. It had all the survival gear I’d need. Lastly, I handed over the Golden Sword.

      I hated parting with it, but it needed to be done.

      All I had now was the knife in my boot. And—of course—my magic.

      Once I was situated, we rejoined Nicole and Chione. Chione was all but ignoring Nicole, who was bouncing on her toes, looking grateful when Blake and I returned.

      Chione raised an eyebrow at my getup. “You look like you’re prepared for a multi-day trek through the mountains.”

      “Well, yeah.” I wrapped my hands around the straps of my pack. “I need food and stuff.”

      Did Chione even need food? Or did she survive off snow and ice?

      “Not days of it.” She released a twinkling laugh, surprising me with her first display of emotion. “I’ll have you to the village by sunset.”

      “Oh,” I said. “I didn’t realize it was that close.”

      “It is when I lead the way.” She tilted her head, spun around, and looked at me over her shoulder. “If you want to say goodbye to your friends, make it quick. Because you’ve already kept me waiting here for long enough.”
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      Chione led me up the mountain in silence. She walked so effortlessly that it looked like she was gliding around the trees, making a path of her own. I was freezing, and had to hurry to keep up, doing my best not to stumble on the divots in the trail.

      Finally, she stopped in a clearing.

      “Are we there?” I looked around, seeing no sign of any village. Only snow-covered trees that stretched out into oblivion.

      “Halfway,” she said. “I thought it was time to stop for lunch.”

      “You eat?”

      She released another twinkling laugh. “Of course I eat. I don’t want to starve.”

      “Oh,” I said, feeling stupid. “Right.”

      “Did you not think goddesses needed to eat?”

      Now I felt even stupider. Because I was a goddess, and I definitely needed to eat.

      “I guess it makes sense,” I said. “But you’re immortal. Does that mean you can’t starve to death?”

      “We can’t starve to death,” she said. “But we can starve. If we skip enough meals, we’ll exist in a state of extreme hunger until we eat again. I’ve never tried it myself, but it sounds rather unpleasant. So, let’s stop to eat.”

      She led me around a corner, to the opening of a cave.

      I froze, having zero desire to enter a cave in the Immortal Mountains after what had happened the last time.

      “You look terrified,” Chione observed.

      I quickly told her about what had happened last time, leaving out the part about how I’d used earth magic to stop the cave from collapsing. I chalked it up to air magic, glad when she didn’t question me.

      “Wait out here,” she said, surprisingly understanding. “I’ll get the food.”

      She returned with sandwiches in zip locked bags, and two thermoses.

      “Here.” She handed one of the bags to me. “Eat.”

      The sandwich was more meat than bread, like the ones you got at those New York style delis. Curious, I lifted the bread to see what was inside it.

      It was stuffed with a strange, reddish-brown meat that I’d never seen in my life.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “Whale,” she said simply.

      “What?” My stomach twisted, and I lowered the bread back down to cover the meat.

      “My servants caught it near my palace,” she said. “It’s my favorite.”

      I sneaked a glance at my pack, which was on the ground next to me. There were perfectly good peanut butter sandwiches in there. But I had a gut feeling that Chione would be offended if I turned down her offering, so I raised the sandwich to my mouth and forced myself to take a bite.

      Sort of chewy, but not terrible.

      “Whale is a delicacy,” she said. “I served it to the Elementals when they visited my palace.”

      “When they came for the Golden Sword,” I said, since I knew this story. I’d learned about it in my classes.

      There’d been five original Elementals. Nicole, Blake, Kate, Danielle, and Chris. They’d been on a quest for the sword, and they had to go to Chione’s ice palace to retrieve it. She’d been keeping it in a block of ice, waiting for the one the sword deemed “worthy” to claim it.

      The sword had chosen Danielle.

      Danielle, who was now locked inside a prison world, where she was frequently visited by the god of darkness who ended up being the love of her life, Erebus. She’d brought the Golden Sword with her to the prison world—Kerberos—but Erebus had brought it back to Kate a few weeks ago.

      “And now, the sword is yours,” Chione said. “I have faith in you, little witch.”

      Little witch.

      If only she knew.

      “Thanks,” I said in between bites of the sandwich, which was tasting better the more I got used to it. “I’m going to try my best.”

      “And you’re going to succeed.” She reached into a pocket in her dress and pulled out a necklace with a white snow pendant. “But I’d like you to wear this. The immortals won’t recognize it as mine. If they ask, tell them you’re wearing it to show your loyalty to their element of ice.”

      “What does it do?” I asked, since she wouldn’t give it to me for no reason.

      “You can use it to call on me for help,” she said. “Simply take the pendant off the chain, hold it tightly in your hand, and think about me.”

      “And you’ll come to me in the immortal village?”

      “No,” she said. “As I said earlier, I cannot enter the village. You’ll have to find your own way out. But once you’re past their border, I’ll be able to find you.”

      “Thanks.” I took the necklace from her, but it was so cold that my fingers wouldn’t work properly to manage the clasp.

      “Let me.” She walked behind me and easily clasped the necklace closed.

      The pendant was cold against my skin, although thankfully not as cold as ice. And while it had the consistency of metal, it wasn’t made of metal. I’d be able to feel it if it was.

      “There.” She walked back around and studied me. “Even though you’re not a water elemental, it suits you. And if this soulmate bond with Zane is as strong as he claims, he won’t be able to resist you.”

      I glanced down, feeling my cheeks flush.

      “You love him.” She tilted her head. “Don’t you?”

      “He’s lied to me more times than I can count, and he left me in the woods at the bottom of the mountain,” I said simply.

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      I pressed my lips together, since I wasn’t sure I knew the answer to the question.

      But I was lying to myself. Because I did know the answer. I just wasn’t ready to say it out loud yet.

      She didn’t press any further, and as we ate, she told me all about her ice palace in Antarctica. It sounded beautiful—but cold. I never thought I’d say it, but I missed the Florida heat.

      Once we finished, we packed our stuff back up, and she continued leading me up the mountain.

      Eventually, the trees grew sparser, and I saw the outline of a stone wall in the distance. Just above the wall were the snow-dusted thatched roofs of wooden buildings.

      Chione and I stayed behind a large tree, hidden from anyone who might be looking out into the forest.

      “This is where I leave you.” She took my hands in hers, and while I couldn’t feel her skin through my gloves, I imagined it was ice-cold. “You can do this. I don’t have faith in many witches, but I have faith in you.”

      Interesting. Could she sense that I wasn’t a witch, but a goddess?

      I doubted it. She’d say something if she did.

      Wouldn’t she?

      “Thank you,” I said, but she shimmered and disappeared before I could get both words out, becoming one with the snow and leaving me alone to face the immortals.
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      I touched the snow pendant around my neck—it was still cold, even though it had been laying on my skin for hours—and made my way to the stone wall surrounding the village. I walked around it for a bit, then finally found arched wooden double-doors that looked like they’d lead into a medieval village.

      The wind howled around me as I approached.

      Unsure what else to do, I took a deep breath of the freezing air and knocked.

      A full thirty seconds passed, and I contemplated throwing myself against the door to get whoever was on the other side to hear me. But before I had a chance to resort to such an embarrassing tactic, one of the doors started to creak open.

      A man wearing plain black clothing and a cape stood before me. Like Zane, he had jet-black hair and icy blue eyes. The door was open so narrowly that his large frame blocked the entrance.

      “Who are you?” he asked gruffly.

      An intruder, I thought. A spy.

      “Summer Donovan,” I said, sounding more confident than I’d thought possible. “I’m soulmates with Zane Caldwell, and I’ve come to join the immortals and take my rightful place by his side.”

      He arched a thick eyebrow. “Are you speaking of Prince Zane?” he asked.

      “Prince?” I repeated, the word sounding foreign on my tongue.

      “Yes.” He nodded slowly, as if talking to someone who’d lost their wits. Which, admittedly, I had. “Only one Zane lives in our village. And he’s the prince of the immortals.”

      “Oh.” I stood there, shocked. Because he had no reason to lie about this.

      Zane was royalty.

      Another secret.

      When would they stop?

      He narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “You’re not one of us,” he said. “Your eyes give you away.”

      My green eyes.

      Judging from the fact that Zane, Vera, and this man all had ice blue eyes, it was probably safe to assume that all immortals shared the same eye color.

      “What are you?” he asked.

      “I’m Prince Zane’s soulmate.” His title sounded foreign on my tongue.

      It didn’t sound like I was talking about my Zane.

      “That’s not what I’m asking,” the guard said.

      Of course it wasn’t. I knew that. I was just wasting time.

      Might as well be out with it.

      “I’m a witch,” I said. “An elemental witch gifted with magic over air. I met Zane at Elementals Academy, which was where we formed our soulmate bond. He left to return home, and I’ve come here to be with him.”

      If what Zane had told me about the intensity of soulmate bonds was true, then I shouldn’t have to explain why I’d choose my soulmate over the academy.

      The guard stared at me, his expression remaining neutral.

      I held his gaze, refusing to back down. Any bit of doubt would be a sign of weakness.

      The man’s eyes remained cold, and he glanced to the side. “Guards,” he said. “This witch claims to be soulmates with the prince. Bring her to a holding cell. We’ll dig out the truth from there.”

      A holding cell?

      He opened the door wider, and two huge men in similar black garb came at me, grabbed me, and forced my hands behind my back.

      They’d come at me so quickly that I didn’t have time to grab my dagger from my boot.

      I struggled to pull out of their grips, but they were far stronger than me.

      “This will be easier if you don’t fight us,” one of them murmured in my ear, his breath minty and cold as ice.

      “Zane won’t be happy when he hears about this.” I forced as much snobbery into my tone as possible, trying to imitate what Alyssa’s mom had sounded and acted like when she’d tried to take Alyssa away from the academy.

      “You will address our prince by his proper title,” the original guard said. “Go with them willingly, or we will be forced to hurt you. If you are who you claim you are, then you should have nothing to worry about.” He stared at me in challenge, like he expected me to back down.

      Like he thought I was lying.

      For once in the past few weeks, I was telling the truth, and he thought I was lying.

      This was seriously getting ridiculous.

      “Fine.” I held my chin high, trying to appear as royal as possible. “Take me to the cell, and send for Prince Zane to see me as soon as possible so we can set this misunderstanding straight.”

      My words dripped with threat.

      It must have worked, because he backed down.

      “Take her around the back alleys,” he instructed the guards. “We don’t want to cause a commotion. And I don’t care who you are,” he said to me. “Try anything, and you’re dead.”

      “You have my word.”

      “Good. Now, hand over your weapons. You won’t be needing them here.”

      The dagger vibrated in my boot, like it was panicking at the thought of being separated from me.

      It was the same dagger I’d used to kill Vera, and it had bonded to me in that moment.

      “You’ll have it returned to me after my identity is confirmed?” I asked.

      “I follow the orders of the king,” he said. “I’ll do with your weapons as he says. Now, hand them over.”

      And so, with as much dignity as possible, I pulled the dagger from my boot and handed it to the guard.

      “That’s all?” He ran his eyes over my body, as if expecting me to pull another weapon out of nowhere.

      “Yes.” I stood strong, not letting him rattle me.

      “Don’t lie,” he warned. “We’re going to check when we drop you off.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “We’ll see about that.” He must have believed me, because he didn’t push any further.

      I walked with them along the wall, circling the village that looked like it had come straight out of medieval Norway. It was small, which I supposed was to be expected, given that Zane had told me there weren’t many immortals left after the Great Flood.

      Bustling came from the center of the village, but along the stone walls that made up the perimeter, it was empty.

      Eventually, the guards led me down a dark alley, stopping at a door on the side of one of the buildings. It was about as sketchy as the door that had led to the speakeasy I’d gone to with Alyssa. And just like that door, it led down a flight of stairs. The only lights inside were from the lanterns along the walls.

      “Come on, soulmate of the prince.” The other man sneered, clearly convinced I was lying. “Your palace awaits.”

      “You’re truly sending for the prince?” I asked haughtily. “Because I highly recommend you keep your word. He’ll be cross with you if you don’t.”

      He’ll be cross with them?

      I sounded like a character from the most recent fantasy romance book I’d read.

      “I’ll send word to the prince,” he promised. “If you are who you claim to be, he’ll have my head for it if I don’t. And if you aren’t who you claim to be, I’m sure he’ll have yours.”

      He gave me a sharp, menacing smile, then led the way down the damp, dark stairs.
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      The cell was cold and dark, with a hard floor that felt like it had been packed with dirt and frozen solid. The only furnishes inside it were a small twin bed and a pot.

      A chamber pot.

      Disgusting.

      I was the only prisoner, and the two guards remained outside the cell to keep an eye on me. The other guard—the one who’d opened the main door for me when I’d knocked—had presumably gone to tell Zane about my arrival.

      For now, I paced around, unable to stay still. Walking helped keep me warm, too.  I didn’t speak another word to the guards, as I didn’t want to say anything that they could use against me. I needed to wait for Zane. He would set all this straight.

      Prince Zane.

      I couldn’t believe it. Although, given how much he’d been keeping from me, I also kind of could.

      Eventually, one of the guards left and returned with a simple meal of bread and cheese, which he slid through the slot at the bottom of the cell. I should have been hungry—the sandwich Chione had given me wasn’t enough to sustain me for this long—but the anxiety swirling in my stomach made it nearly impossible to eat.

      I forced it all down anyway. I needed to be at my full strength, and I couldn’t do that if I starved myself. The cheese was surprisingly good. I assumed it was because if what I was saying was true, they didn’t want it reported that they’d given me rotten food.

      I had no way of knowing what time it was, but eventually, tiredness crept in. It had been a long day, and the cold was sapping energy out of me. Since it wouldn’t do me any good to exhaust myself, I laid down on the narrow bed and closed my eyes.

      My thoughts immediately spiraled. Because what was taking Zane so long? Surely he would have rushed to me immediately after hearing I was here?

      Thanks to my anxiety, I couldn’t actually fall asleep. Instead, I was stuck in that annoying in-between state of drifting restlessness.

      Eventually, I heard someone approach, and I opened my eyes.

      Zane.

      Like the guards, he wore all black, but with a leather jacket instead of a cloak.

      His eyes were devoid of emotion. It reminded me of the way he’d looked at me when we’d had that conversation outside the dining hall all those weeks ago when he’d told me he didn’t remember that first night we’d spent together.

      The way he shut down his emotions hurt me every time. Especially now, given that one of the last things he’d said to me was that he loved me.

      He glanced over his shoulder at the guards.

      “Leave us,” he commanded.

      They lowered their gazes. “Yes, sir,” they said in tandem, and then they hurried up the stairs.

      Zane waited until the door shut.

      I expected him to show at least some sort of emotion, but his stature didn’t change.

      “You shouldn’t have come.” The coldness in his voice sucked the life out of me like a vacuum ripping out my heart.

      “You told me you loved me,” I said, the words rushing out of me before I could think about it. “And then you left me.” The memory of that moment was physically painful, and tears formed in my eyes as I re-lived it again.

      “I did,” he said. “And you didn’t say it back.”

      “You didn’t give me a chance!”

      “You froze up. That was all the answer I needed.” His held his gaze with mine, sharp and challenging.

      Fine. I’d take his challenge.

      “What would you have done if I’d said it back?” I asked. “Brought me here with you? To your kingdom?”

      He flinched, and I was proud of myself for getting a bit of emotion out of him. “It’s not my kingdom,” he said. “I’m not the king.”

      “Right.” I rolled my eyes. “You’re only a prince.”

      “I am.”

      I waited for him to elaborate.

      He didn’t.

      “Don’t you think that was something you should have told me?” I finally asked.

      “I didn’t feel like it was relevant.”

      “Of course it was relevant,” I said. “You promised me that if I joined you, the immortals would consider me one of their own and keep me safe. That would have held a lot more weight if I’d known you were royalty.”

      “You’re my soulmate,” he said. “My people would take you in as one of our own no matter what my station.”

      “Maybe,” I said, since I didn’t know much about the immortals, and had no idea what to believe anymore when it came to the information Zane shared with me. “But I would have liked to know.”

      “Would it have changed the fact that you don’t return my love?” His expression was pained, as if it hurt him to say it out loud.

      I sucked in a sharp breath, his words stinging my lungs.

      “It’s true,” he said solemnly. “You don’t love me.”

      He believed it.

      I needed to change that. Because if I wanted to pull this off and infiltrate the village, I needed him to trust me wholly and completely.

      “Our connection is undeniable,” I said, thinking back through everything that had happened these past few days. “You’ve saved my life. Twice. Then, in the mountains, you were going to leave Blake to die. But you didn’t. You risked everything and saved him. You showed that your heart isn’t as icy as you pretend. And that moment, while I watched you heal him… that was when I realized I love you.”

      My heart warmed when I said those final words.

      Because I meant it.

      And I hadn’t even realized it until saying it out loud.

      His eyes swirled with a myriad of emotions. “You’re telling the truth,” he realized.

      “I am.” I walked to the bars and wrapped my fingers around them, as if trying to break free. “And I’m choosing you. That’s why I came here. You’re my soulmate. I love you. And I’ll always choose you.”

      Before I could blink, Zane moved to stand on the other side of the bars, so close that our foreheads nearly touched. He reached for my chin, using his index finger to tip up my face, and brushed his lips against mine.

      My heart leaped into my throat, and sparks exploded through my body. Being with Zane was so undeniably right. I yearned to get closer to him, but the bars between us prevented us from deepening the kiss.

      He groaned, and I knew he was as frustrated as I was.

      Reluctantly, I pulled away. “Please tell me you’re going to get me out of here,” I said.

      “Of course I will,” he promised. “But first I need permission from my uncle. The king. He’ll give it, but I can’t release you without his approval.”

      “Okay,” I said, since arguing felt like it would be futile. “Are you going to him now?”

      “He’s already retired for the night,” he said. “He won’t be happy if I disturb him. It’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

      I sighed and glanced at the horribly uncomfortable bed in the corner.

      “You survived in the wilderness of the Immortal Mountains.” Zane smiled slightly. “You’re going to be okay here for a night. I know the living situation isn’t ideal, but at least here, you’re safe.”

      “True,” I said. “I’m safer here than at the academy.”

      His eyes flashed with alarm. “Did they harm you?”

      “No,” I said quickly. “Of course not. But they don’t love me like you do. I’m safer with you. Always.” The words flowed out of me—words I thought he needed to hear to trust that I was joining his side, but words that also rang true in my heart.

      It wasn’t supposed to be this way. I was supposed to be faking that I was on his side—not actually feeling like I was.

      But being on Zane’s side didn’t mean I was on the side of the immortals.

      Although, he was their prince. So maybe it did.

      This was so insanely complicated, and getting more convoluted by the second.

      “Something’s troubling you,” he observed.

      “Yes.” I bit my lower lip, since he knew me well enough to read my expressions.

      I needed to figure out something else that was troubling me—quickly.

      I glanced around, even though no one else was here, and lowered my voice. “You haven’t told anyone the truth about my father. Right?”

      “No.” He balked, as if the question in itself was a betrayal. “I’d never put you in danger like that.”

      Danger.

      Translation—he’d never risk Hades stealing me away to the Underworld and trying to keep me there for all eternity.

      “I didn’t think so,” I said. “But I had to check.”

      “You can trust me,” he promised. “Always.”

      He waited, as if he knew I had something else to say.

      Should I tell him about Persephone?

      He was my soulmate. I loved him. He’d promised me I could trust him. I did trust him—at least with any information that might put me in danger. And wouldn’t telling him be the ultimate proof that I was on his side? If he doubted me at all, surely the truth would extinguish any embers of that doubt.

      I needed him to trust me. Wholly and completely. Anything else would ruin the plan.

      So, I might as well be out with it.

      “There’s one more thing,” I started, and he nodded for me to continue. “Do you remember how Thor’s Hammer turned all electric when I touched it?”

      “How could I forget?”

      “You said it would only ignite like that for a goddess.” I held his gaze, praying I wasn’t about to make a horrible mistake. “You were right. Because I’m not just the daughter of Hades. I’m also the daughter of Persephone.”
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      Zane listened as I told him everything, as understanding as ever, and swore he’d keep my secret. But eventually he had to leave, and he promised he would speak to his uncle as soon as possible.

      That had been almost twenty-four hours ago.

      Since then, no one had come for me except the guards to bring me food.

      I’d been alone in a dark cell for nearly a day.

      And it didn’t slip my mind that it was Valentine’s Day.

      Not that I ever cared about Valentine’s Day. It was the sort of holiday you tried to ignore when you were permanently single. Hallmark holidays were stupid, anyway. At least that was what I always told myself. And I doubted the immortals cared about Valentine’s Day.

      But Zane had lived in the regular world for over two years. He knew about Valentine’s Day.

      I looked around the stone walls, realizing I was sitting in a basement cell in the immortal village brooding about Valentine’s Day.

      There were so many things wrong with that sentence.

      Meeting my soulmate had turned me into a different person. A more vulnerable person. And I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

      My stomach growled, and while I had no idea what time it was, it felt like it had been forever since lunch.

      The guard glanced at me, which I assumed meant my stomach had been loud enough for him to hear it.

      “Is it almost time for dinner?” I asked, even though the guards hadn’t spoken a word to me since locking me down here.

      He said nothing.

      Shocker.

      So I laid down on the hard bed and stared at the damp ceiling.

      Had Zane been lying to me? Was he going to keep me down here? Was he telling his uncle about my true heritage so they could use me as leverage against the gods? Was his loyalty to his people—his subjects—more important than his loyalty to me?

      I pulled at the ragged sides of my nail beds, wincing as one ripped off to reveal a speck of blood underneath.

      Eventually, the door at the top of the steps opened, and I sat up to see who was there.

      Zane walked down with two guards trailing behind him. Each guard carried a tray, and the delicious smell of cooked meat wafted through the room, making my mouth water.

      Relief coursed through me. Because he’d come for me. And with a feast, from the smell of it.

      “Let me in,” Zane instructed the guard who’d been sitting on the other side of my cell for the past few hours. “I’m having dinner with Summer tonight, without any bars between us.”

      The guard pulled a large keyring off his belt and unlocked the cell door to let Zane inside.

      Zane’s gaze was cool as he focused on the guards with the trays. “Place them on the ground across from one another,” he said. “And bring us some pillows. We’ll need somewhere to sit.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.” The guard who’d unlocked the door bowed his head, did as instructed, then hurried up the stairs.

      I was so starving that I walked over to the food and started to kneel in front of one of the trays.

      Zane flashed to my side and wrapped his hand around my arm. “Not yet,” he said, although I could barely focus on what he was saying after the electric jolt that had rushed through me where his skin touched mine. “We’re not sitting on dirt while we dine.”

      I remained focused on the simmering, buttery steak and whimpered. Now that food was so close that I could smell it, I was so famished that my bones felt hollow with hunger.

      “Haven’t they been feeding you?” Zane asked, concerned.

      “Bread, cheese, and watery soup. Nothing like that.” I glanced at the steak for emphasis.

      He frowned and looked off into the distance. “I ordered them to give you proper meals,” he said. “The only reason why they wouldn’t…” He trailed off, not saying any more.

      “Your uncle told them not to,” I guessed.

      “Correct.”

      Before I could ask him how the talk went with his uncle—which I guessed wasn’t good, given that his uncle had apparently told them to barely feed me—the guard returned with two fluffy, square-shaped pillows.

      “In front of the trays,” Zane commanded him.

      He placed them where he was told.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t bring an entire table down here,” I joked as the guard exited the cell.

      “The stairs are narrow,” Zane said. “Besides, I do love a good picnic.”

      I smiled at the memory of him showing up at my dorm all those weeks ago with a backpack full of picnic supplies. The date had been surprisingly fun… until the handmaiden had barged in and tried to kill us.

      “Can I sit now?” I asked Zane, since his hand was still wrapped around my arm.

      “Of course.” He released me, and it took all my restraint not to pick up the steak with my hands and tear into it like a savage.

      Zane sat across from me, then looked back at the guards. “Leave us,” he said.

      None of the guards made a move to go.

      “I’m sorry, Your Highness,” the one with the keyring said. “But His Highness the King gave explicit instructions that the prisoner isn’t to be left alone with the cell unlocked.”

      “She’s not a prisoner. She’s a guest,” Zane growled. “And she’s not alone. She’s with me.”

      “With you or not, the cell is still unlocked.”

      Zane pressed his lips together, fury gathering in his eyes. “Fine,” he said. “Then lock it.”

      The guard froze. “With you in it?”

      “Yes. Lock the door and leave us alone.”

      The guard looked at the other two in question, but they just shrugged in return. “Very well,” he said, and he closed the door, locking us inside. “When should we return to release you?”

      “You’ll return with my uncle, and then he’ll release us,” Zane said.

      The guard looked at him like he’d gone mad.

      Zane simply stared at him, like he could freeze him with his frosty gaze. Maybe he could.

      The guard bowed his head, and he and the others hurried up the steps.

      Zane didn’t look at me again until the door closed. “Sorry for not coming sooner,” he said. “My uncle was being rather difficult today.”

      As he was speaking the last sentence, I cut into my steak and started eating, unable to wait a second longer.

      We’d talk about his uncle in a minute.

      Right now, I needed food.

      “You know, it’s tradition to wait for the highest titled person at the table to start eating before digging into your food,” Zane said, and when I looked up, I was relieved to see he was smirking.

      At least he could find a bit of humor in this situation.

      “There’s no table here.” I smirked back, motioning to the trays on the floor. “So I can do anything I want, title or no.”

      “You can always do anything you want around me,” he said, his eyes turning serious.

      I moved my focus back down to my food, eating slower now.

      “What did you mean about your uncle being difficult today?” I asked.

      He placed his utensils down and took a deep breath.

      I continued eating as I waited for him to gather his thoughts.

      “There are certain protocols around here,” he started. “Ones we’re required to adhere to. Specifically regarding soulmates who aren’t immortals.”

      My heart stopped in my chest.

      There was a catch. I should have known there would be a catch.

      “No need to be alarmed,” he said. “We know we’re soulmates. We love each other. We’ve chosen each other.”

      “We have,” I said, unable to help feeling wary about where he was going with this.

      “The problem is that right now, no one can see that our soulmate bond exists.”

      “Does your uncle not believe we’re soulmates?”

      I hoped not. Because if no one believed us, it was going to make my time here very, very difficult.

      “My uncle needs proof,” he said simply.

      “All right.” I straightened, no longer focused on the food. “What do we need to do?”

      He fidgeted, his legs bouncing ever so slightly.

      Was Zane nervous?

      He reached into his pocket and pulled something out, his hand wrapped around it so I couldn’t see what it was. He moved slowly, and I could barely breathe as I waited, not wanting to interrupt.

      Finally, he released his grip on the object, and my heart stopped when he revealed a ring in the center of his palm.
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      The ring had a thick silver band speckled with diamonds, and a large, cloudy stone in the middle. It ebbed with power—I could feel it with my affinity for gems. There was so much magic in it that it was nearly on par with the Golden Sword and Thor’s Hammer.

      Zane said nothing, waiting for my reaction.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said, and the tension he was holding visibly released from his shoulders. “What is it? I mean, I know it’s a ring. But it feels powerful.”

      “It’s an immortal soulmate ring,” he said. “Every male immortal forges one on his thirteenth birthday. This one is mine. The ring I crafted to one day give to my soulmate.”

      “To me,” I said, breathless.

      “Yes.” He paused, staring into the cloudy stone. “But there’s a catch.”

      “Okay.” I already figured as much, so I sipped my Coke, waiting for him to continue.

      “If you put this ring on your finger, it won’t just show that we have a soulmate bond,” he said. “It will also mean we’re engaged.”

      “Engaged?” I nearly spit out my mouthful of soda. “As in, to be married?”

      “I’m not sure what other type of ‘engaged’ it could be.”

      “Oh.” I put down my Coke as I soaked this in. “Are you proposing to me?”

      “With this ring on your finger, you’ll be untouchable in this kingdom.” His voice was firm, and it was clear that he thought this was the logical step forward. “My uncle will have to accept you. You’ll be taken in as one of us, and you’ll be treated like a princess.”

      The crazy thing was that he didn’t mean that rhetorically.

      And, weirdly enough, it was harder to imagine myself as a princess than as a goddess.

      “If we do this, then I’d actually be a princess,” I said slowly.

      I couldn’t bring myself to say the words get married. Marriage had been one of the last things on my mind these days.

      It had never been on my mind. Ever.

      “Correct.” He was totally still—I had no idea what he thought about my reaction to this entire thing.

      Given that he was my soulmate, I really should have been able to read him better.

      I sipped my Coke again, my eyes locked on the ring. Finally, I brought them up to meet his. “Is there a time limit on this?” I asked. “Like, do we have to get married within a year or risk being cast out by the immortals forever?”

      “No.” He chuckled. “You’re thinking in such human terms. Remember—we’re immortal. We view time differently. A year is nothing in the eyes of my people. If we go a lot longer than that, people might start to talk, but we have a while before getting to that point.”

      “You’re actually asking me to marry you,” I said, as if saying it out loud would make it feel more real. “Here. In a jailcell in a basement.”

      “I didn’t have much choice regarding the location.” He looked around apologetically. “My uncle isn’t going to let you out of here until he sees evidence that our bond is real.”

      “And what if I say no?” I didn’t think I was going to say no, but I also didn’t like that it felt like I had no choice in the matter.

      He clenched his jaw, his entire body tense again. “Then I’ll figure out a way to get you out of here,” he said. “It won’t be easy, but I’ll do it. For you.”

      But not for him.

      Because he wanted this.

      He wanted to marry me.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      “I’m…” I paused to try to find the words. “I’m only nineteen. I’m not ready to get married.”

      Not even close.

      “I understand.” He pulled the ring back toward him, not pushing further.

      As it moved away from me, the warmth of its magic pulled away as well. But I could still feel it. Reaching out. Calling to me.

      The ring wanted me.

      And, as crazy as it was, I wanted it.

      I wanted Zane.

      His eyes had flattened, and I could tell that my rejection had shut him down. I’d hurt him. Deeply.

      Yet, he didn’t push me. He didn’t try to bargain with me. He’d simply respected my decision and left it at that.

      I loved him even more for it.

      And while I wasn’t ready to get married, I was also here for a reason. If accepting Zane’s proposal was what it took for me to continue this mission, then so be it.

      Engagements could be broken.

      It wouldn’t be an actual commitment. I was just playing a role. That was all.

      “Wait,” I said, and his breath hitched, and he stopped pulling the ring away from me. “I’m not ready to get married. At least not yet. But you’re my soulmate, and I love you. I want to stay here by your side. If that means we get engaged, then okay. Let’s do this.”

      He studied me, his gaze so intense that heat flared in my core. “Are you accepting my proposal?”

      “Yes.” I held out my left hand, feeling a strange yearning for that ring to slide onto my finger. Because it truly was beautiful. It was made for me.

      Zane had literally forged it for me.

      His gaze remained locked on mine, and I nodded for him to continue.

      Slowly, he leaned forward and slid the ring onto my finger. It fit perfectly—somehow, Zane had known what size to make it when he’d created it.

      Warmth buzzed through my finger and traveled through my body, and the cloudy stone glowed blue and started to swirl. It was like one of those sped up videos of clouds moving over the planet—like the stone held the entire world inside of it. And it sparkled and shined like the Northern Lights dancing across the sky.

      “Wow,” I said, unable to look away from it. “It’s beautiful.”

      “You’re beautiful.” Zane smiled, looking truly happy for the first time since stepping foot into the cell. “And now there’s no denying it—you’re mine. Always.”

      He said it with a ferocity that made it clear he was never going to let anything bad happen to me, ever. Zane would protect me with his life.

      But I already knew that. He’d put himself on the line for me multiple times already.

      He didn’t need to give me a fancy light-up ring to prove his devotion.

      Before I realized what was happening, he pulled me close and kissed me, and a warm light swirled inside me, similar to the light inside the ring.

      I couldn’t get enough of him. His lips were soft and perfect, and they moved in tandem with mine, like we were connected by a force stronger than life itself.

      Kissing Zane had felt amazing before. But now, with this ring on my finger, it was more intense than ever. Like the bond between us had strengthened so much that it would be impossible to break—even with the Golden Sword of Athena, which could slice through anything.

      Eventually, I pulled away, breathless.

      He stared down at me like I was the most precious gem in the world.

      “What exactly just happened here?” I asked, studying the ring as it swirled and glowed.

      “The ring’s magic ignited when it was placed on your finger,” he said. “If we weren’t soulmates, it would have remained the way it was. So now, with my ring showing our soulmate bond, my uncle will know the truth and accept you as one of us.”

      “And he’ll let us out of this cell?”

      “He’ll have to,” Zane said. “That was the deal I made with him. And while I don’t have many good things to say about him, my uncle is a man of his word. He protects his people at all cost. He has our best interests at heart, always.”

      Something about that wasn’t sitting right with me. Because this man was supporting the immortals in their mission to pit the Greek and Norse gods against each other so they could kill each other off and then take over as the supreme rulers.

      But I wasn’t exactly in a place to argue right now.

      I needed to stay focused on the plan.

      We chatted more as we ate—mainly about the immortal village. What I should expect while there, and what to expect as Zane’s official soulmate. A princess-to-be.

      I could only half-focus on the conversation. Because at the end of the day, I was still here to infiltrate. These weren’t my people. They weren’t going to be my people.

      I was going to turn on them.

      And I dreaded how heartbroken I was going to feel when it was time to follow through with it.
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      Zane and I somehow managed to both fit in the twin bed, and we snuggled as we slept, his arms wrapped tightly around me.

      I felt warm.

      I felt safe.

      I felt loved.

      It was like my world had tilted off-axis when Zane and I were away from each other, and now it was steady again.

      I also knew that the steadiness of my world shouldn’t depend so much on the status of the relationship between me and Zane. Especially because there was a good chance that he might hate me after realizing I’d never stopped siding with the Greeks.

      But it might never be like this between me and Zane again. So for now, I’d enjoy this moment.

      What more could I do than that?

      He slept for longer than I did. So for half of the time I just laid there, trying to be as still as possible, soaking in how safe I felt in his arms.

      Eventually, the door at the top of the stairs opened, and I jolted up, mentally readying myself for what was to come. Because this could either be my ticket out of this cell, or news that we were going to be locked in it for longer.

      Zane woke quickly as well, with the grace of someone who’d been trained to always be on guard for any potential threats—even while sleeping.

      “It’s going to be okay.” He squeezed my hand in assurance, as if he could read the worry in my mind.

      A tall man in a hooded cloak reached the bottom of the steps. Judging by the all-black garb, he was another guard. But I could tell by his stature that he wasn’t one of the three who’d been taking shifts watching me since locking me in the cell.

      He lowered his hood, revealing his strong face with a perfectly angled jawline and cheekbones, and long, white-blond hair that hung below his shoulders. He looked sort of like Legolas from Lord of the Rings, except he was older, and there was an air of arrogance in his icy eyes that gave me the impression that this was a man who knew what he wanted, and that he was used to getting it.

      “Uncle.” Zane lowered his gaze, then raised it once the proper amount of respect had been shown. “Thank you for coming.”

      Zane nudged me with his elbow, and I realized I’d been staring.

      “Your Highness,” I said, lowering my eyes like Zane had instructed me to do last night.

      I looked back up after a few seconds, surprised to find that the king hadn’t even looked at me. It was like to him, I didn’t exist.

      “Did you give the witch your ring?” he asked Zane, his baritone voice echoing in the small room.

      “I have a name,” I said, realizing a second too late that I’d broken royal protocol by speaking to the king before he’d addressed me.

      The king didn’t flinch.

      And he continued ignoring my presence.

      “My name is Summer. And I have the ring.” I pulled my hand out of Zane’s before he could stop me, putting the glowing ring on display for the king to see. And I didn’t look away from him. Because if I accepted his disrespect from the start, then I was setting a precedent that it was okay for him to treat me that way.

      Which it most certainly wasn’t.

      “So, it’s true.” He smirked, finally deigning himself to look me in the eyes. Chills ran through me, but I stopped myself from shivering. “My nephew has a witch for a soulmate.” He switched his focus to Zane, and continued, “I had higher hopes for you than this. I’d expected you to mate with someone with more power.”

      Blue light flashed in the king’s eyes, and icicles formed along his arms, so long that they nearly touched the ground. He was the epitome of magic—like he and the ice were one.

      The ice crawled back into his arms, and his eyes returned to their normal state.

      Zane had warned me about this last night. That special magic the king had used was what deemed him king. No other immortal had magic so strong that it glowed out of them. The only other one would have been the king’s soulmate, but she’d perished in the Great Flood along with Zane’s parents.

      “I gave you my proof,” Zane said. “I presume you’ve come here to release us.”

      “A jail cell is no place for the prince and future princess of the immortals.” The king pursed his lips, clearly disappointed, and glanced to the side of the room. “I had the guards leave common cloaks for you over there. Put them on before we leave and keep your hoods up. The sun is starting to rise, and we don’t want to draw any attention on our way back to the royal residences.”

      He pulled a keyring from his robes and unlocked the cell.

      The pressure in my chest loosened. I didn’t realize the extent of my anxiety about being locked up until I was finally free to leave.

      Zane took my hand and we walked in silence to the end of the room, where two cloaks were folded on a bench. He picked up the smaller one and helped me get it on, then slid into his.

      With his hood up, he looked like the guards who’d been keeping watch on me since my arrival.

      The king pulled his hood down so far that it all but covered his eyes. It was like he’d slipped into a shadow.

      “Release her hand,” he told Zane. “Guards display no emotion in public.”

      “Of course.” Zane did as instructed, and my palm felt cold without his skin near it.

      The king nodded in approval, then led the way up the stairs and out of the basement. The icy air was crisp, but welcome. I must have adapted to the stale musk of the cell, because I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed fresh air until stepping outside.

      No one looked our way as the king led us past the thatched wooden houses that reminded me of log cabins, across a cobblestoned square that seemed to be the main gathering place in the village, and up the hill that led to the largest house of them all—two long double-storied cabins connected by a steepled entrance that reminded me of a church tower. Two guards stood at the entrance, and the king raised his hood slightly once we reached them, revealing his identity.

      The guards hurried to the doors, opening them to let us inside.

      The inside was all light wood—from the roof, to the walls, to the floors. It was simply decorated, and outfitted with electricity, which I never would have expected from its outside appearance. There was a spiral staircase in the corner, and three halls led out from the foyer—one to each side, and one straight ahead.

      The king headed to the stairs, not saying a word, and Zane and I followed him up. The second floor hall was also made of all wood, and while it wasn’t anything fancy, it was clearly new and perfectly upkept.

      The king stopped in front of one of the doors and turned to me. “This will be your room,” he said. “I’ll have the appropriate clothing sent up. We can’t announce the engagement with you wearing what you had on in the cell.”

      Announce the engagement?

      I took a second to let that soak in.

      Then a ball of fear formed in my throat. Because while it made sense that he’d want to announce it—he had to, for the immortals to accept me as one of their own—this felt like it was happening ridiculously fast.

      “When are you announcing it?” I asked.

      “This evening,” he said. “Keeping you hidden for any longer than necessary would simply be a chore.”

      I didn’t know what the king’s immortal ability was, but from what I’d seen so far, it seemed like it was the talent to make everything he said come off as demoralizing and insulting.

      I’d only just met him, and I already couldn’t stand him.

      “I’ll tell the staff to have my things moved from my room,” Zane said.

      “Absolutely not,” the king said. “You know our protocol.”

      I looked back and forth between them—they were both tensed, ready for some sort of face off. “What protocol?” I asked.

      “Immortals don’t share a room until their wedding night,” the king said.

      I glanced at Zane, since last night he’d sounded confident when he told me we could let that one slide, given that I’d need extra protection in the beginning.

      “Summer isn’t an immortal,” Zane said—as if the king needed a reminder of that fact. “She’s an outsider, and she needs extra protection. I’m staying with her.”

      “Rumors will spread,” the king said darkly. “If you want your soulmate to be accepted as one of us, then she must behave as one of us. And that is the end goal, is it not?”

      “It is,” I said quickly, since being accepted by the immortals was key if I wanted to get information from them. “And I’m perfectly capable of defending myself. I assume you’ll be returning my dagger to me as soon as possible?”

      “It’s already in your room.” The king stared at me with those eerie blue eyes so intently that shivers ran along my arms.

      It was like he knew I’d used that dagger to kill Vera.

      But I had to be imagining it. Because if he knew I’d killed Vera, I doubted I’d have gotten out of that cell alive—soulmate bond with Zane or not.

      I reached for the handle and opened the door.

      The room was simple and clean, with a blue rug under the bed to break up all the wood. A window looked out to the icy forest, and a wardrobe as large as the one I’d had at the academy sat against the longest wall. Everything about the room was cool and crisp, down to the smell of fresh wood. No frills, but nothing so much as scratched, either.

      The dagger laid on top of the vanity across from the bed.

      I hurried toward it and grabbed it, relieved when the warm security of the weapon touched my skin. Upon inspecting it, no harm had been done to it, and I happily slid it back into its place inside my boot.

      I spun back around to face Zane and the king, feeling infinitely more powerful now that my weapon was back with me. Because I was a goddess—the daughter of Hades and Persephone. Metal was my affinity. Yes, immortals were strong, but so was I.

      I was also smart enough to know that the best way to be safe here was to try as hard as possible to blend in. Not like that would actually be possible, since I wasn’t an immortal, but I needed to happily go along with this to be accepted as someone they could trust.

      “Tell me everything I need to know, and send up anyone who needs to be here to help me get ready for the announcement,” I said, surprising myself by how royal I sounded. “Because I’m ready to take my rightful place as princess of the immortals.”
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      The king sent a woman named Astrid to my room to help me prepare—it seemed like she was a girlfriend of his—and Zane remained in my room as well. By the end of the afternoon, I was wearing so much fur that I felt more animal than human. The massive jacket was layered on top of my blue gown and fell nearly to the floor.

      It made the fur jacket Alyssa’s mom had worn to visit Alyssa in the infirmary look understated.

      Even though there would be dinner at the party, Astrid had food to be brought up beforehand, so I wouldn’t be starving going into the event.

      Also because I needed to have something in my stomach before the celebratory toast. It was expected that I’d drink at least a flute of mead—not doing so would be seen as disrespectful. But as I’d learned at the Greek Week ball, mead was far more potent than any type of human alcohol. And not only was I not a heavy drinker, but I didn’t have even a drop of Norse blood to help me better tolerate the mead.

      “I’ll come to you later tonight,” Zane promised me when Astrid went downstairs to retrieve the food.

      “What about what the king said?” I asked.

      “I’ll take care of it,” he said. “It’s your first night here, and I’m going to make sure you stay safe. Not just for one night, but every night.”

      “Thank you,” I said, since despite everything, I’d feel better with Zane by my side at night. He was the only person here I could trust.

      Astrid returned with plates of unfamiliar meat.

      “It’s venison,” Zane said—apparently I was eyeing up the plates skeptically.

      “At least it’s not whale,” I said with a sigh.

      “It’s tough to get whale to the mountains,” Astrid said, as if whale was a totally normal thing to want to eat.

      “Of course,” I said. “I should have figured as much.”

      Zane smirked, and I started digging into the food. I wasn’t a huge meat eater, but I couldn’t deny that it was cooked perfectly.

      I was just finishing up when the king knocked on the door.

      “They’re ready for us,” he said, and then Zane took my hand, and we made our way into the hall.
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        * * *

      

      The central square that we’d walked through earlier was now full of people—some of them in furs, and others in the black cloaks worn by the guards. There was a tall bonfire in the middle roasting some sort of animal, its black smoke curling up into the overcast evening sky. Jugs of what I assumed was mead sat next to the fire, and long wooden picnic tables were set up in a circle around it.

      We entered from one of the buildings along the square, and the crowd hushed as the king led me and Zane up to the podium that had been brought in for the gathering. There were whispers amongst them, and from the way they stared, I knew they were talking about me.

      How could they not? The immortals all had nearly the same light blond hair, and their eyes were all blue. With my dark hair and green eyes, I felt like an alien that had just landed on another planet.

      The king’s eyes flashed blue, and everyone silenced. “Thank you for gathering here today on such short notice,” he said, long and drawn out, as if warning them to react appropriately to what was coming next. “Because I simply couldn’t wait to announce that my nephew, Prince Zane, has found his soulmate. With open arms, I welcome Summer Donovan to our village—an elemental witch who will be our future princess.”

      A good amount of people in the crowd glared at me. Some gasped.

      Most remained silent.

      The king’s eyes flashed blue again, and lines of ice grew from behind his ears, extending out like spiderwebs along his cheeks. Like his eyes, the ice glowed. “Summer,” he said, his tone icy and dangerous. “Show them your ring.”

      I’d been hiding my ring behind Zane this entire time, as instructed. But now that I had my cue, I pulled my hand out in front of me and flashed the glowing ring for everyone to see.

      More gasps sounded from the crowd.

      Then the clapping started, slow and hesitant at first, but it picked up as more people joined in. Soon enough, the entire crowd was clapping. But it was a polite sort of clap—not the type that was given by people who were truly excited and happy.

      Golf claps, as I’d heard them called.

      The king nodded in approval, the ice on his face pulled back, and his eyes returned to their normal color.

      “Summer is exactly what we need—someone who can give us information about the Greeks,” the king continued. “With her by our side, we will have more inside information regarding the upcoming war than ever before.”

      Murmurs of approval sounded in the crowd, as if they hadn’t thought of this before the king had pointed it out to them.

      “And now, the celebratory toast.” The king glanced at the barrels of mead near the fire, and servers in brown garb that had blended into the background started bustling around, pouring mead and handing the tin glasses to the people in the crowd.

      Three of them approached us, handing me, Zane, and the king glasses.

      If I didn’t know any better—and if there wasn’t the insanely strong scent of alcohol coming up from it—I’d think it was apple juice.

      My stomach flipped. Because a diluted version of this had messed up everyone at the Greek Week ball, including Kate, who was also a goddess.

      Who knew what it was going to do to me?

      Zane took my hand and squeezed it, as if assuring me that everything would be okay. As he’d already told me, I wouldn’t be the first non-Norse to drink straight mead. It was going to make me very, very drunk, but it wouldn’t kill me.

      Any distrust I showed toward the immortals would result in them distrusting me. And they had enough reason to distrust me already, given that I wasn’t one of them. Refusing to drink the mead would ruin everything.

      It was going to be okay. I could handle this. Especially since Zane always had my back.

      The king held up his glass, and the rest of us did the same. “To our future princess,” he said. “And to Prince Zane, for uniting with his soulmate.”

      “To the prince!” a man in the center of the crowd yelled. His sentiment was soon followed by the others, all of them shouting variations of it.

      None of them repeated the cheers to me. But at least they hadn’t poured their mead on the ground, spat in it, and stomped away. So, at least it was a start.

      The king raised the glass to his lips and drank until his cup was empty.

      I glanced at Zane, and he nodded, his eyes hard with determination.

      He loved me.

      He was going to watch out for me.

      He raised his glass to his lips, and I mirrored his actions. When he drank, I drank.

      The mead was delicious. It was like honey flowing down my throat, and finishing the entire cup proved no problem whatsoever. At the end, I held it up vertically and tipped my head back, not wanting to miss a drop.

      Warmth bloomed from my stomach and traveled all the way to my fingers and toes.

      It was the first time I’d felt truly warm since starting the path up the mountains.

      It was like the mead had transformed me.

      Was it possible to drink enough mead to turn immortal? Had this all been a giant setup? I laughed at the thought, since that would be quite the twist.

      A band I hadn’t noticed earlier started playing folk music, and people in the crowd started dancing around the fire, as if they had no cares in the world.

      I looked over at Zane, drinking in his sharp beauty. “Am I one of you now?” I asked, although my voice didn’t sound quite like mine. It sounded lighter, like all my anxiety had fallen off me, revealing someone fun, flirty, and new in its place. “Did the mead change me?”

      His eyes twinkled in amusement. “You think the mead turned you into an immortal?”

      “I’m not cold anymore.” I undid the buttons holding my fur jacket closed and shrugged it off, letting it fall to the ground so I was wearing only my blue gown. I felt so free, as if I could…

      I pulled Zane closer to me, so his face was only inches away from mine. “Want to dance?” I asked, batting my eyelashes flirtatiously.

      “I didn’t think you liked dancing,” he said, although from the way he glanced at the area that had turned into a dance floor, I could tell he wasn’t opposed to the idea.

      “Summer the witch doesn’t like dancing.” I giggled, proud of myself for remembering to not call myself a goddess with everyone listening. “But Summer the future princess of the immortals wants to give it a go.”

      “All right, future princess.” He leaned closer and kissed me, just short enough that it wasn’t inappropriate in front of a crowd, then pulled back. “Let’s dance.”

      I followed him into the crowd, and everyone moved to let us through, allowing us a space smack in the center of the dance floor.

      Zane kissed me again—longer this time—and it felt like I got drunker simply from the taste of him. I could have stood there kissing him forever, but eventually, he moved away.

      I was breathless as I stared up at him. Heat crackled between us, and if he laid me down on the ground to do whatever he wanted to me, I wouldn’t have said no.

      Instead, he grinned wickedly, pulled me close, spun me around, and the world moved around me in a blur as we started to dance.
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      The next thing I knew, Astrid was ushering me through the halls and back to my room.

      Zane was there, and the king was next to him. The king had his arm slung around Zane’s neck, as if they were jocks congratulating each other on a football game they’d just won.

      “Come have an after-dinner drink with me in my room,” the king told Zane. “Astrid, help Summer prepare for bed.”

      I glanced at Zane with worry—hadn’t he told me he’d sleep in my room tonight?

      No. I rummaged through what I could of my memories from earlier. He said he’d “deal with his uncle,” and then he’d stay in my room.

      “Go with Astrid. She’ll help you prepare for bed,” Zane said with promise in his eyes.

      He was going to come to me later.

      And then…

      I remembered the intense chemistry I’d felt with him on the dance floor.

      Would tonight finally be the night? Was I ready to take things to the next level with him?

      My stomach heated at the thought.

      Because yes—I was.

      “Night,” I said brightly, and then I followed Astrid down the hall to my room.

      She linked her arm with mine to help me walk, although she wobbled a bit on her feet as well, since she’d also partaken in the earlier festivities. I thought I’d seen the king dancing with her, but the memory was hazy, so it could have been any other immortal in the crowd.

      We made it to my room, and she opened the door for me, as if I was incapable of doing so by myself. Maybe I was. I’d known the mead would hit hard, but the floor was moving, and I couldn’t see straight.

      “Let’s get you into your nightwear,” Astrid said, and before I realized what was happening, she was untying my dress, slipping it off, and helping me into some sort of tunic dress that fell to just above my knees. She walked me over to the bed and got me situated under the thick comforter.

      I snuggled into it and pulled it up to my chin. It was so cozy—much more so than what I had in my dorm at the academy.

      Astrid walked over to the dresser, to where a pitcher and glasses were set up. “Here’s some water.” She poured it and brought it over to me. “Try to drink some before going to sleep. It’ll help with the unpleasantness in the morning.”

      “Of course,” I said, although my eyes felt heavy—I didn’t want to sit up to drink water.

      “Sleep well.” Astrid flicked off the lights and left the room, closing the door quietly behind her.

      I’d wanted to wait until Zane came to my room. But my eyes were so heavy. And the bed was so warm and cozy.

      He’d wake me when he got here.

      For now, I’d sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Summer,” someone said my name overhead.

      I rolled over, my head heavy from the mead, and smiled.

      Zane had finally come for me.

      Warm, golden light glowed from behind my lids.

      “Summer,” his musical voice said again. “Give me your hand.”

      He reached under the covers, his fingers trailing along my arm until he wrapped his hand around mine.

      But something felt wrong.

      Because his hand was warm.

      Zane’s hands were always cold. And my body buzzed whenever Zane touched me, but nothing was happening now.

      “Zane?” I asked, forcing my eyes open.

      A tan man with blond curls hovered over me, holding a golden staff in his other hand. His eyes flashed gold, and then I was falling through the bed, engulfed in nothingness.

      I screamed and tried to pull my hand out of his, but he held on tight, refusing to let go.

      Eventually, we toppled onto the ground. The impact was surprisingly light, as if I’d fallen from a foot instead of however many seconds we’d been plunging through the air.

      I rolled over, my training instantly taking hold, and jumped to my feet.

      We were in a dark tunnel that spread out in both directions with no ends in sight. Torches lined the stone walls, their flickering flames dancing around the tunnel, and it smelled damp, like it had just rained.

      The man with the golden eyes was already standing, and he smirked mischievously, holding his staff as if he was some kind of king. The staff had spirals along the top that ended in the shape of a bird with open wings, and he wore sandals with wings coming out of the heels.

      I looked him up and down, matching his appearance with one I’d seen in my textbooks at the academy.

      “Hermes?” I backed away, unable to believe it was true.

      Had the mead landed me in some sort of crazy, realistic-feeling dream?

      “In the flesh.” He smiled and puffed his chest out in pride. “How’d you like the ride? Pretty smooth, if I do say so myself.”

      I gazed around, rubbing my temples as I tried to orient myself. My head was pounding—the mead was resulting in a nasty hangover.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “The shadow tunnels,” he said. “The in-between. The pathways between Earth and the Underworld.”

      My stomach flipped into my throat, and it took everything in me not to be sick.

      There was only one reason why I’d be abducted into the shadow tunnels.

      “Why?” I asked, knowing as I said it that I didn’t want to hear the answer. Because I already suspected what he was going to say, and it was one of the things I dreaded most.

      “Because I came to bring you home to your father.”

      Crap.

      Whatever hope I was holding on to that my secret might still be a secret disappeared. But Hermes had mentioned Hades—not Persephone. I had no idea if he knew she was my mother, but I was going to keep that card close to my chest for as long as possible.

      “What are you talking about?” I might as well play dumb. I had nothing to lose.

      Hermes rolled his eyes. “Your father,” he repeated. “Hades. The god of the Underworld. But you know this already. So come with me, and I’ll lead you home.”

      Fear took hold. I couldn’t let him take me there. So I glanced around the tunnels, trying to think of an escape. “The Underworld isn’t my home,” I said. “Bring me back to the immortals. I need to get information from them. It will help all of us in the upcoming war.”

      “No can do.” He reached for me, but I zeroed in on his staff—the one made of metal. It buzzed as I connected with it, and I made it fly through the air and into my palm.

      I swung it hard, whamming Hermes in the stomach, and used his moment of shock to run. I didn’t look behind—I just sprinted down the tunnel ahead. The fire from the torches flickered in the corners of my eyes, and I ran and ran for what must have been miles, gripping the golden staff as tightly as possible. I kept my eyes open for any off-shoots, and I made one turn after another, trying to be as random as possible so Hermes wouldn’t be able to follow.

      Eventually, I started to tire. My muscles ached, and my head was pounding. In that first moment of panic, I’d pushed past my mead hangover, but as I slowed, it hit me like a brick wall.

      I hurried around one more turn, then collapsed onto the ground, my energy spent. I sat and leaned my back against the wall, placing the staff on the ground next to me. Wiping a few beads of sweat off my brow, I took a few deeps breaths to center myself.

      I’d kill for that jug of water right now.

      I’d also kill to know a way out of here. Because Astrid had dressed me for bed, and she hadn’t transferred the compact mirror from my dress to my tunic. I felt around for a pocket just in case, but there was nothing there.

      Without the mirror, I couldn’t contact Persephone to get word to my mom to find me in the tunnels. Neither of them had any way of knowing I was missing. And Chione couldn’t enter the tunnels, so it would be a waste of the snow pendant to call on her now.

      I gazed around the damp stone tunnel, unsure what to search for to find an exit. It was a labyrinth down here.

      I was stuck.

      And there was no one around for miles.

      How was this happening? The gods couldn’t get into the immortal village without being invited in. It was impossible for Hermes to get into my bedroom and steal me away.

      This had to be a mead-induced nightmare.

      I didn’t know how long I sat there until whistling came from around the corner.

      Hermes stepped around the bend and stopped in front of me, smirking in amusement.

      “That was an impressive display of your magic back there,” he said. “But I’d like my staff back now.”

      Even if I managed to knock him down again, I still didn’t know the way out of here. Playing along might be my best bet for now. So I glared at the staff and kicked it in his direction. “Fine,” I said. “Take it.”

      “I assume that means you’re ready to come with me?”

      “I assume you haven’t reconsidered and want to take me back to the immortals?” I asked in return.

      He tilted his head, amused. “I don’t think their king would like that very much.”

      “You know King Lucien?” I asked, getting more confused by the second.

      “Do you think I would have been able to get inside the immortal village—and your room—if he didn’t let me?” the golden god asked. “That place is well guarded. The king wanted you gone. He had zero interest in the daughter of Hades living amongst his people.”

      “But he thought I was a witch,” I said, and the worst explanation popped into my mind. One that made me sick to think about. “Zane told him?”

      “Try again.” Hermes shook his head, disappointed.

      “I don’t know.” I rolled my eyes, not in the mood for these stupid games. “Who?”

      “Someone who’d be mighty amused to stir things up amongst the immortals,” Hermes said. “Because it turns out I’m not the only trickster god around here.”

      Of course.

      “Loki told him,” I realized.

      “Bingo.”

      We’d known it was a risk.

      But I’d only been in the Immortal Mountains for a few days. We hoped we’d have more time. And we didn’t think the immortals would simply let a Greek god into their village.

      “King Lucien sent word to me,” Hermes continued. “He wanted you out of his territory. He let me take you away in the night, with no trace of what happened to you.”

      “Bring me back,” I said, although the moment the words were out of my mouth, I knew it would be a bad idea. Because the king hadn’t fallen for my scheme. He knew I was a daughter of Hades. He might have even known before I got there.

      I was lucky he’d told Hermes to take me to the Underworld instead of killing me in my sleep.

      A few blond curls fell over Hermes’s forehead, and in that moment, he looked so innocently boyish. “Now that the king knows who you are, you can’t go back there,” he said.

      “I know,” I admitted, defeat crashing over me.

      “Then you’ll come with me?”

      I gazed around, praying for a miracle. My mom could access the shadow tunnels. Maybe she’d be able to feel me here and rescue me.

      “It’s just you and me here,” Hermes said. “And, like you found out, it’s nearly impossible to navigate the tunnels without a guide.”

      “But not totally impossible?”

      “Not without permission from Hades,” he said. “Which you don’t have.”

      “Clearly,” I muttered.

      “So, what do you say?” He held his staff in one hand, and the other out to me to help me up. “Are you ready to go home?”

      “The Underworld is far from my home,” I said. “But yes. I’ll go with you.”

      And so, with no other feasible options, I took Hermes’s hand and followed him to my own personal hell.
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      We only walked for five more minutes before Hermes touched his staff to the wall, creating a golden glow in the shape of a door. He pushed it, and it opened into a tall, gaping hall of a palace lit by torches on the walls and candles in the chandeliers. Everything was dark, ornate, luxurious, and plush, as if it came straight from the medieval times.

      This had to be where Hades lived, even though it was far from the shadowy, ghastly place most people would imagine as the home of the god of the Underworld.

      “Stop standing there staring,” Hermes chided. “Your father gave specific instructions about where to bring you as you wait for him to see you.”

      All of this, and Hades wasn’t already waiting for my arrival.

      What a great father he was already turning out to be.

      “Okay.” I followed Hermes, since where else was I going to go? My best bet was to hope Hades wasn’t too angry, and that he was open to making a deal so I could return to Earth to help the Greeks win the upcoming war against the immortals.

      He had skin in this game, too. All of the gods did—both Greek and Norse.

      We turned the corner into another red-carpeted hall, and while this one was smaller, it was just as ornate as the first. We passed lots of carved, dark wooden doors, eventually stopping at one that was the largest of them all.

      Hermes pulled out a silver skeleton key out of his pocket and used it to open the door. “Come on,” he said to me as he stepped through. “You’re going to wait in here.”

      I followed him into an ornate sitting area with plush armchairs gathered around a crackling fireplace. Bookshelves spanned the walls on both sides of it, the books packed as tightly together as possible. Off to the other side was a small table to dine, and a selection of fruits and drinks on the buffet table against the wall.

      But the most amazing thing in the room was the view. Because a huge, arched window overlooked a sparkling lake so blue that it glowed. Bright green trees surrounded it, and waterfalls flowed into it from the mountains on the opposite side.

      Hermes was also looking out the window. “One of the best views of Elysium Lake in the palace,” he said.

      “This is Hades’s quarters?” I guessed.

      “I’ll leave the explanations to him. I have places to be and people to amuse myself with.” Hermes tossed the silver key to me, and I latched onto it with my magic, catching it easily.

      “How long do you think he’ll be?” I asked.

      “No way to know.” He shrugged. “But you have food, drinks, books, and quite the spectacular view. Make yourself at home.”

      Before I could ask any more questions, Hermes flashed out of the room, the door slamming shut behind him.

      I ran after him and tried to open the door, but it wouldn’t budge.

      I was trapped.

      My chest tightened, and I leaned against the wall, taking long, purposeful breaths to try to calm down.

      I didn’t have many options here.

      My best bet was to wait for Hades and beg him to let me go.

      I did another survey of the room, amazed by the extensive collection of books—everything from medieval-looking tomes to modern paperbacks.

      Apparently, I inherited my love of reading from my father.

      And despite how delicious the fruit smelled, I wouldn’t be eating it. Everyone knew the story about Persephone—how she’d gotten stuck living in the Underworld for half the year after eating the seeds of the pomegranate. I’d learn from her mistake and consume nothing.

      My mead hangover didn’t make food feel overly appealing anyway, especially since it was only fruit. It would have been far more difficult to resist pizza or a cheeseburger. Water was a different story—I was dying of thirst—but I needed to stay strong.

      So, I walked over to the bookshelves and perused the titles. There truly was everything, from non-fiction about mythology to the latest bestselling novels. With nothing else to do, I found the book I’d been reading on my Kindle back home and settled in to read while I waited for Hades to arrive.

      Unfortunately, focusing proved nearly impossible, and I ended up staring out at the lake wondering if Zane had gone to my room and realized I was missing yet.

      He was smart enough to figure out what had happened to me.

      He’d get word to my mom, and she could come up with a plan to get me out of here.

      I wasn’t going to be stuck here. Zane would make sure of it.

      Eventually, the door opened, and a man who appeared to be in his thirties, with dark hair and eyes walked through. His skin was more porcelain than mine, as if he hadn’t seen the sun in thousands of years. His black jeans and matching long-sleeved top were more casual than what I’d imagine the god of the Underworld to wear, but I had no doubt that he was my father.

      Hades.

      “Summer.” He smiled warmly. “Welcome home. I see you’re already enjoying the view.”

      I’d never thought about what I’d actually say to Hades the first time I met him. I’d been too focused on avoiding him. I’d wanted to think he’d remain clueless about my existence, and that this confrontation wouldn’t happen until at least a few years down the line.

      So now I stood before him, speechless. Especially because he seemed so happy.

      But his smile froze, turning into hesitation.

      The silence between us could cut through glass.

      “You’re angry,” he finally said. “You have every right to be. I’m as livid with your mother as you are.”

      “Wait.” I took a moment to digest his words. “I’m not angry with her.”

      He took a moment, then nodded, as if this made sense. “Of course,” he said. “You’ve never met her. It’s tough to be angry with someone you’ve never met.”

      I stared at him like he’d lost his mind.

      Then I realized—he didn’t mean Hecate, even though she was who I thought of as my mom. He meant Persephone.

      “You seem confused,” he observed.

      I ran my fingers through my hair, processing this all. “I didn’t realize you knew Persephone was my birth mother.”

      “I haven’t been unfaithful to my wife in centuries,” he said. “Of course Persephone is your mother. Besides, even if I didn’t already know, it would have been obvious the moment I saw your eyes.”

      “Right,” I said, since it made sense that my green eyes came from Persephone, given that she was an earth goddess. “Does she know I’m here?”

      Please say yes, I thought. Because if she knew I was here, maybe she could help me get out of here. From what I’d read about her, she didn't want to have to live in the Underworld, either. Surely she’d understand.

      “She does,” he said. “However, I wanted to have a conversation with you first, to warn you that she’s not happy I brought you here. We’ll speak with her soon, and when we do, she’ll realize how unfair it was to keep you from me, and what a huge mistake she made by doing it. She’ll come around. And then, once that’s all worked out, I look forward to the three of us ruling the Underworld together.”
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      “Hold up.” This was getting crazier by the second. “You think I want to be here?”

      “I know it’s intimidating right now,” he said. “But I’m going to take you on as my apprentice. I’ll show you around and teach you everything you need to know to rule as a princess of the Underworld.”

      A princess.

      It seemed I couldn’t escape the title, no matter if I was in the royal village of the Immortal Mountains or Hades’s palace in the Underworld.

      “No,” I said.

      He watched me with sharp eyes, so still and regal that it was difficult to read any emotion from his features. “What do you mean?” he finally asked.

      “I don’t want to be in the Underworld.” I stayed strong and steady, knowing it was important for him to take me seriously. “I want to go back to Earth. To the academy.”

      “Why would you want that?” He sounded genuinely confused.

      “Because I have a life there. I have friends. Family. And a purpose. We have to stop the immortals from starting this war between the Greeks and the Norse. I can help. I was helping, before you had Hermes drag me down here.”

      “Wars pass.” He waved it off, as if it was no big deal. “Sure, it might get messy for a bit. But you’re safe in the Underworld from anything that happens on Earth. Now that you’re home, you don’t have to worry about their problems anymore.”

      I sucked in a long, agitated breath.

      Was Hades totally and completely dense?

      It sure seemed like it.

      “Can you bring Persephone in here?” I asked, since maybe she’d be able to smack some reason into him.

      He stepped back and studied me, not saying anything for a few seconds. “You’ve been brainwashed,” he declared. “You lived amongst the humans for too long. You care about them. You love them.”

      “I do,” I said.

      “But you’re not one of them.”

      His words struck a chord deep inside me. Because he was right. It was something I’d been struggling to grapple with since learning I was a goddess. Because while I had my mom, and Kate, and Zane, everyone else I loved on Earth was mortal. They’d grow old and die, and I’d stay the same.

      Forever.

      “I’ve brought you home,” he said softer, as if he knew he’d hit a sensitive spot. “Sit and have a meal with me. I’ll teach you everything you need to know about your future here.”

      I glanced at the food on the buffet, and my stomach rumbled.

      I could only fight hunger for so long.

      “If I eat, will I be stuck here?” I asked.

      “I hardly think ‘stuck’ is the appropriate term,” he said. “But yes. If you eat the food in here, you’ll be bound to the Underworld.”

      “Which is another way of saying I won’t be allowed to leave.”

      “Not unless I let you.” He stared at me hard, the threat lingering in the air.

      I took a deep breath and tried to calm my angry stomach. Because judging from everything he’d just said, I doubted he was going to simply let me leave.

      “I’m not hungry,” I said, even though my stomach had just growled audibly. “But I’m happy to sit and chat.”

      He glared at me with eyes so sharp they could cut skin. “I’m offering you the sort of existence that most would kill for,” he said. “And you’re refusing me?”

      The air around him shifted, like it was darkening, and suddenly it felt like he was towering over me, ready to squash me with his shadow if I didn’t obey his command.

      “I’m only nineteen,” I pleaded, surprised by how small and meek I sounded. “I have a life on Earth. I have friends. A family. I have a soulmate.”

      If Hades truly loved Persephone, maybe he’d understand that I wanted to be with the one I loved as well?

      “I know about this soulmate of yours.” He spoke the word as if it was vile. “He’s not one of us. It’s not natural. It’s all the more reason why you should remain here, where you belong.”

      “That’s not true,” I said. “I love—”

      “I’m leaving,” Hades interrupted. “This hasn’t been a productive talk, and you don’t need a conversation with me to learn about the Underworld. I’ve provided you with plenty of books to read at your leisure. You’ll remain here, in your quarters, until you see reason. Until then, I have work to do.”

      He spun around and left, slamming the door shut before I could say another word to him. A lock clicked into place, and when I went to the door to try to open it, it felt like it was bolted shut from the outside.

      I placed my hand on the doorknob, closed my eyes, and reached for my magic. I’d been able to unlock the vaults that led to the cell in the academy. Hopefully I could do the same thing here.

      No such luck. Whatever magic Hades had cast on this door was immune to my magic.

      He was stronger than me. And he was locking me in here. Alone.

      In my quarters.

      I’d thought these rooms were where Hades lived. Apparently, I’d been wrong.

      They were the rooms he’d assigned to me.

      I needed to get out of here. If I hadn’t been so drunk off the mead that I’d gone to sleep without the compact mirror in my pocket, I’d be able to speak to Persephone through it, to beg her to help me.

      Except I didn’t need my mirror.

      I could use any mirror.

      I hurried into the bedroom, which was just as fancy and ornate as everywhere else I’d seen so far in the palace. It had a four-poster wooden bed as the centerpiece in the room—and a giant floor mirror propped against the wall that was so tall it nearly touched the ceiling.

      Relief rushed through me, and I hurried in front of it to stare at my reflection. My hair was a tangled mess, and I was paler than the last time I’d looked at myself. It was like being in the Underworld was already rubbing off on me, turning me into a ghost of who I used to be.

      The tingles that normally traveled up my spine when I looked into mirrors weren’t there. I waited a few more seconds, but nothing happened.

      “Persephone?” I finally tried, hoping that if I called to her, she’d come.

      Still, nothing.

      I sat down cross-legged and continued staring into the mirror, panic coursing through me as more time passed without the tingles of knowing she was listening. I ran my fingers through my hair and tried to get out the tangles, desperate for something to do as I waited for Persephone to look in.

      Maybe Hades was talking to her right now? Surely she couldn’t watch me through the mirror if she was talking to him.

      Or maybe he’d taken away her mirror? Given what I’d seen of him so far, I wouldn’t be shocked if he’d done something like that. It seemed like he was a fan of punishment. Which made sense, given that he was the king of the Underworld.

      I didn’t know how long I sat there until someone knocked on the door.

      My heart leaped.

      Could it be Persephone coming to talk to me? To help get me out of here?

      I ran my fingers through my hair one more time to attempt to be presentable, then hurried to the door.

      I tried to open it, but it still wouldn’t budge.

      “Come in,” I said instead.

      A man dressed in black opened the door, holding a tray with a silver warmer on top of a plate, and a can of Coke.

      “I’m Sebastian—one of Hades’s trusted servants. I’ve been sent to bring you dinner.” He lifted the warmer to reveal one of the juiciest cheeseburgers I’d ever seen, complete with a side of waffle fries.

      Oh. My. God.

      Hunger rumbled through me so intensely that I could feel it in my bones. I yearned to take that burger and devour it in a few bites without bothering to sit down. And the Coke was brimming with the sort of condensation it got when it was at the exact perfect temperature.

      It was exactly what I was craving right now.

      But I refused to give in, especially this quickly.

      “Take it away,” I said, recalling what Chione had told me in the forest. Goddesses couldn’t starve to death. A hunger strike would be unpleasant, but I’d live.

      If I ate, I’d be condemning myself to being stuck in the Underworld. And I refused to let that happen.

      “I won’t be eating at all during my stay here,” I continued. “So there’s no need to bother bringing me anything else.”

      “I’ll bring whatever Hades commands me to deliver to you,” he said. “I’ve been instructed to leave the food inside your room if you refuse it. I’ll come at each mealtime to take it away and replace it with something else. And the fruit inside your quarters will never go bad, so you’ll have that available as well.”

      “Fine,” I said, since it wasn’t this man’s fault. He was simply following orders. Taking my anger out on him would get me nowhere. “But I won’t be eating it.”

      “Very well.” He bowed and placed the food on the ground just inside my door.

      As he did, I rushed forward to bulldoze through him and out into the hall.

      I hit an invisible wall in the doorway and bounced back, tripping over my heels and falling onto my butt on the floor.

      I was locked inside with magic. A true prisoner.

      I cursed and jumped up, pounding my fist on the invisible wall. It was hard, like thick glass.

      “I’m sorry,” Sebastian said with pity in his eyes. “Hades is a stubborn god. But you’re safe here. There are far worse places to be for all eternity than his palace in Elysium.”

      “Maybe so,” I said. “But I’m not going to lose out on whatever chance I have at getting home.”

      “As you wish.” He pulled the door closed, leaving me alone with the tempting cheeseburger at my feet.
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      Two weeks.

      I’d been keeping a tally of the number of days that had passed inside the hardcover of my favorite novel.

      I was so exhausted with the all-encompassing hunger that forcing myself into the bath each day and washing up felt like I’d exerted the same amount of energy that I’d need to run a marathon. But I refused to sit around in my own filth. I might be on a hunger strike, but I was keeping my dignity.

      Hades hadn’t come to check on me, and when I’d asked Sebastian about him, he said Hades would see me in his own time.

      What a great father he was turning out to be.

      Not wanting to be tempted any more than necessary, I’d had the sense to get the fruit out of my quarters. I’d quickly discovered that the trashcans were bottomless, so they acted as trash chutes. They were far too small for a person to squeeze through—so I couldn’t escape through them—but I’d tossed all the fruit and drinks down them on my second day here.

      I did the same thing with the food Sebastian delivered each day.

      My saving grace was something I’d discovered in a book I was reading on my third day here—water was considered a “neutral” drink by the gods, and therefore, drinking it wouldn’t trap me in the Underworld. It also said that fruit was the only food that would trap me in the Underworld, but I wasn’t going to risk finding out if Hades was adding some sort of citrus sauce or jelly to the food he was having delivered to me each day. Best to not eat at all than discover too late that he’d squeezed lemon juice on my burger or hidden pieces of pineapple in my pizza.

      As for the cans of Coke, I wasn’t about to risk it, especially knowing how easily Zane had slipped mead into the champagne at the Greek Week ball.

      I’d been doing a lot of reading, since books were my only form of entertainment in here. And the fact about fruit wasn’t the only interesting thing I’d learned. Because there was information in one of the books that reminded me of a story Nicole and Blake had told me about the short amount of time they’d spent in the Underworld, which gave me an idea.

      After my bath that morning, I dressed in one of the outfits provided in my wardrobe—black jeans and a black tank top—and mustered the energy to do my hair and makeup. The hunger gnawed at me so much that my hands shook as I applied mascara, but I somehow managed.

      I’d been staying in my bedroom whenever Sebastian stopped by with my food, but today, I went into the living room to greet him.

      He startled at the sight of me.

      “Have you had a change in heart?” he asked after getting ahold of himself. “I have chocolate chip pancakes for you this morning.” He removed the warmer from the plate, revealing the fluffiest looking pancakes I’d ever seen.

      I salivated at the sight of them, dying to dig into them with my hands and shove them into my mouth.

      But I stood strong, forcing myself to look into Sebastian’s dark eyes instead of at the food. He was handsome, and if I wasn’t soulmates with Zane, he was the sort of man who would have tempted me.

      As it was, I forced a flirty smile, which got him slightly more off-kilter. “I’m not quite ready to eat yet,” I said. “But I’ve been doing a lot of reading during my time here. The Underworld doesn’t seem as bad as I originally imagined it to be, but I need to know more before deciding whether I truly want to stay.”

      Pity shined in Sebastian’s eyes. “I don’t believe leaving is an option,” he said gently, as if he was talking to a child. “Your choices are to eat and have free reign, or to starve and be locked in your quarters.”

      This was so insanely messed up.

      “I’m very close to choosing the former,” I said, and Sebastian brightened, as if he had some sort of personal investment in me remaining here. “But first, I want to speak with the Oracle. I think she can bring me peace regarding my future as the princess of the Underworld.”

      “That’s not a bad idea. But Hades won’t allow you to leave your quarters,” Sebastian said, frowning again.

      “I’m not asking to leave my quarters.” I stood straighter, trying to appear like as much of a princess as I could manage given that I felt like I was about to pass out from starvation. “I’m asking for Hades to bring the Oracle to me.”

      “An interesting proposal,” Sebastian said. “I’ll go to him at once.”

      He left the food inside, and once he was gone I leaned against the wall, praying with all my soul that I’d be allowed to see the Oracle and get answers for the questions I sought.
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      At lunch, Sebastian confirmed he’d passed my request. But the rest of the day and night passed without a visit from Hades or the Oracle.

      At dinner, Sebastian had no news, and I didn’t have the energy for any more sad attempts at flirting information out of him.

      Because Hades didn’t seem to be denying my request—he was flat-out ignoring it. Which was somehow even worse.

      Before bed, I sat in front of the full-length mirror like I did every night, in the hopes that Persephone would be on the other side to listen to me. She never was, and I was pretty sure I’d figured out why when I’d read about her mirror in one of the many books provided to me.

      The text specifically said that Hades had given her the mirror so she could look upon her loved ones on Earth. It was possible that the mirror didn’t allow her to look upon any locations in the Underworld, or any other realms, for that matter.

      I got up to head to bed, and a knock sounded at the door.

      No one ever came to my quarters at this time of night.

      I hurried out of the bedroom, through the living room, and stopped at the door. Dizziness overtook me from the hunger, and I leaned against the wall, taking a few deep breaths to steady myself.

      “Come in,” I said once I was somewhat composed, backing away so whoever was on the other side could enter.

      The door opened slowly.

      Hades stood in an all-black outfit. His dark hair looked like it was shining in moonlight, and his eyes were sharper and deadlier than I’d remembered.

      A woman in a black cloak with the hood pulled over her eyes stood next to him.

      I stared at her in shock.

      The Oracle. At least, I assumed she was the Oracle.

      Hades had actually brought her to me.

      “Summer.” Hades eyed me up, not looking pleased. “Sebastian told me you wanted to learn about what your future as the princess of the Underworld will hold for you. This was a good idea. I’d hoped you’d eventually see reason on your own, but once the Oracle shows you how happy you’ll be here, you’ll stop this ridiculous hunger strike and I can give you a proper tour of your home realm.”

      Wow.

      From everything I’d read about the Oracle, she could only answer a question about the future with the truth. The magic behind her power didn’t physically allow her to lie.

      Which meant Hades was truly one hundred percent confident that I’d be happy in the Underworld.

      I turned my gaze to the Oracle, who had remained supernaturally still the entire time Hades had spoken. “Thank you for coming,” I said, since I’d also read that she was never obligated to read the future for anyone.

      Hades had probably insisted she do this, but it couldn’t hurt to show gratitude anyway.

      “You have the potential to be an influential goddess, and I’m happy to help you on your journey.” She reached for her hood and pulled it down, revealing cloudy, sightless eyes that somehow felt like they were peering into my soul. “Will you invite us in?”

      “Of course.” I stepped to the side. “Come in.”

      Hades linked his arm with the Oracle’s and helped her across the living room, into one of the armchairs next to the fireplace.

      “The fruit is gone,” he observed.

      “I threw it away.”

      “Pity.” He frowned. “But no matter. Once you see reason, you’ll taste how much more delicious fruit is when it’s grown in Elysium instead of on Earth.”

      I definitely wouldn’t be tasting fruit from the Underworld—ever. But goading him wouldn’t get me anywhere right now. Best to ignore his comment and move on.

      Hades situated himself in the armchair opposite the Oracle, and I sat on the couch, closer to the Oracle than Hades. A few of the books I’d been reading were piled on the coffee table, and Hades was looking at them with interest.

      “You enjoy reading,” he observed.

      “There’s not much else to do around here.” I glanced at the bookshelves lining the wall. “But yes. I do.”

      “You got that from me.” He gave me what I think he believed was a warm smile, although it seemed forced and a bit awkward.

      “My mom likes to read,” I said.

      “Persephone far prefers dallying in the fields to having her nose stuck in a book.”

      “I wasn’t talking about Persephone,” I said. “I was referring to Hecate.”

      He cleared his throat, then straightened. “It’s no matter. Because we’re not here to talk about your mother—either one of them. You had a question to ask the Oracle.”

      “I want to speak with her alone,” I said.

      “Why?” He sounded genuinely confused.

      “This is a personal moment,” I said, since I’d already prepared myself for the possibility of his wanting to sit in on our conversation. “Like you, I appreciate my privacy. Some might call me aloof, but I like solitude, and I’ve never been comfortable being watched. Surely you understand?”

      I’d read enough about Hades to know these were character traits of his. And from what I’d observed of him so far, he wanted to see parts of himself in me. He also had full faith that the Oracle would support his beliefs. He wouldn’t have brought her here otherwise. So, he shouldn’t have anything to worry about if he left us alone to chat.

      I held my breath, waiting for his answer.

      “Very well.” He stood and looked at me with what seemed to be respect. “I’ll wait in the hall. Knock on the door once you’re finished your session.”

      He let himself out, and I turned my attention to the Oracle, who’d been silent since entering my quarters.

      She stared straight ahead, unblinking.

      “Hades is a proud man. Appealing to his ego was smart,” she said, her voice low and raspy.

      “I’m glad it worked,” I said.

      “As am I.” She sat patiently, waiting.

      It was time to be out with it.

      “You know I’m not going to ask about my ‘future as the princess of the Underworld,’ right?” I asked. “Because that’s not a future I intend on having.”

      “We are all in control of our own future,” she said. “I act as a guide to those who seek answers, but we all have free will. There are many possible futures. I simply tell you the one that’s most probable at the time you ask. But remember—I do not answer questions lightly. Knowing too much about the future can be dangerous. There are, however, times when it’s more dangerous to know nothing. This is one of those times. It’s why I agreed to come here tonight.”

      “I thought you came here because Hades ordered you to do it.”

      “Not even the gods can force me to reveal the future,” she said. “I came of my own free will. But I suggest we start now. Because while Hades is generally a patient god, he’s anxious for this to be over with. We don’t want him to walk in before we’re finished.”

      She silenced again, waiting.

      My turn.

      “Don’t you already know what I’m going to ask?”

      “I do.” She chuckled. “But it’s important for you to speak your question out loud, to solidify the future I’ve seen of you asking it.”

      “Okay.” I thought carefully about my next words, even though I’d been planning them for a while now. “How’s the war on Earth going to progress? What are the immortals going to do next?”

      She blinked, and then the clouds in her eyes swirled and glowed, like the magic inside the soulmate ring Zane had given me. She stared at the wall, unblinking, as if her soul had been transported to another realm.

      I rubbed my finger on the ring’s stone as I waited for the Oracle to speak, in what felt like the longest minute of my life.

      She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, they were back to their original, non-glowing state. “The immortals are preparing to enter the realm of the elves,” she finally said. “They’re led by the parents of the girl you killed—Vera.”

      I jerked back in surprise. “How do you know about that?”

      “I am the Oracle. The knowledge I hold is vast. It’s enough to drive any mortal, demigod, or even the gods insane.”

      “Right,” I said. “Sorry.”

      “Never apologize for asking questions,” she said. “It’s far better to be inquisitive than to happily accept ignorance.”

      “Okay,” I said, since I liked the sound of that. “Please, continue.”

      “The immortals will go to the realm of the elves in search of their honey-wine—a specific type of mead that can only be created by the elves,” she said. “Many elves will be slaughtered, and the immortals will return to Earth with their wine, which they’ll use to water the soil where the Norse gods are buried to raise them from the ground. Once the gods have risen, the immortals will tell them of their new enemy—the Greek gods. They’ll successfully pit the Greek and Norse gods against each other, but all will not go as the immortals intend. Because Ragnarok will happen again, the world will end, and the immortals will have nothing left to rule.”
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      Before I could ask any questions, the Oracle pulled a stone out of her pocket. A moonstone pendant. Its milky color reminded me of her eyes.

      She wrapped her fingers around it and closed her eyes again. The stone glowed—she was doing something to it, although I didn’t know what. Eventually, the glow died down, and she opened her eyes.

      “This is for you.” She handed the stone to me, and it started glowing again.

      I held it in my palm, and the gruesome imagery of everything she’d just described flashed through my mind as if I was watching a movie on quadruple speed. In the end, there was nothing. Just a barren wasteland, and the immortals left with nothing to rule.

      I didn’t see Zane—or the king—amongst them.

      The vision ended, sucking me back into the present where the stone’s glow was fading to nothing.

      I sat back on the couch, not trusting myself to stay upright due to the hunger and shock buzzing through me.

      “What was that?” I finally asked.

      “I transferred the vision into the stone,” she said. “Normally oracle stones only show the visions I’ve stored inside them when they’re handed to others by me. But thanks to your affinity for crystals, you’ll be able to share the stone’s content with others. It’s yours now. Use it wisely.”

      “What about everything you said about how it’s usually best for people not to know the future?”

      “I also said that sometimes it’s more dangerous to know nothing,” she reminded me. “This is one of those times.”

      “Agreed.” I removed the necklace I was wearing—the one with the snowflake Chione had given me—and strung it through the loop attached to the moonstone. When I put the necklace back on, the stone warmed, as if it was bonding to me and accepting me as its owner. “If you’re giving this to me so I can share your vision with others, does that mean I’m going to get out of here?” I asked.

      “The future is never set in stone,” she said. “But I urge you not to give up hope.”

      “I won’t,” I promised, although it had only been two weeks without food, and I was already feeling like the simple acts of walking to the bathroom or into the main room to read were getting less do-able by the day.

      How much longer was I going to have to keep this up?

      How much longer could I keep it up?

      “Are you ready for Hades to come back in?” the Oracle asked.

      “I have one more question,” I said, and she waited for me to continue. “In the vision, what happened to Zane?”

      “The immortals that you saw in my vision were the only ones who survived Ragnarok,” she said, and my heart dropped at her answer, even though I’d suspected it would be the case. “All the others are dead.”

      My throat tightened, as if my body was already starting to mourn Zane’s death.

      Except he wasn’t dead yet. The future could be changed.

      And it was up to me to change it.

      I straightened, glanced at the door, and pushed myself up from the sofa. The world started to spin, and I reached for the armchair to steady myself.

      If I continued going without food, I was eventually going to be bedridden.

      I shuddered at the thought of what that would look like.

      But this stone was my way out of here. Once Hades saw what was going to happen, he’d understand how important it was for me to go back to Earth.

      I slowly made my way to the door—each step took more energy than the last—and knocked.

      Hades opened the door and stepped forward, so he towered in its frame. “Now that you’ve seen your future, tell me what meal you want to break your fast,” he said. “I’ll have Sebastian bring whatever you want. Even better—we’ll have a feast. Persephone will come as well. I know she’ll be happy to learn that you’re staying of your own free will.”

      Wow. He really did believe I’d choose to stay in the Underworld.

      At what point did confidence turn into delusion? Because he’d clearly crossed that line a while ago.

      “I won’t be breaking my fast,” I said, even though my stomach growled in protest.

      He blinked, caught off-guard. “Why not?”

      “Because my future isn’t in the Underworld,” I said. “The immortals are going to destroy Earth until there’s nothing left. Barely any of them will survive, either. And I’m the only Greek who’s soulmates with an immortal. Zane will listen to me. He’ll share the truth with the immortals and put a stop to this war before it has a chance to begin.”

      I said it as if it was a fact, even though there were so many variables at play. I was assuming that Zane would want to stop his own death, that the king would want to stop his, and that the immortals wouldn’t want to pit the Greek and Norse gods against each other knowing that it would result in Ragnarok happening again.

      Maybe these things weren’t facts, but they seemed like pretty logical assumptions.

      Hades scowled, and then he looked upon me with something I least expected—pity. “This so-called ‘soulmate bond’ you have with this immortal is messing with your mind,” he said. “If this future comes to pass, and Ragnarok destroys the Earth, then you’re not safe there. The Underworld is eternal. It cannot be destroyed. This prophecy of the end of the world should have convinced you to stay—not to leave. Because what happens on Earth isn’t our problem. As princess of the Underworld, it’s important for you to trust that the gods above can handle their own domain. We’ll do what we do best and manage ours.”

      His words were like a slap in the face, and it took me a few seconds to full soak them in. “I know what will happen if the immortals continue what they’re doing, and I’m our best chance at stopping it,” I said, so angry that I curled my fingers into fists. Trying to punch Hades in the face wouldn’t get me anywhere, but it didn’t mean the thought wasn’t crossing my mind. “I won’t stay down here like a coward when I could be up there making a difference.”

      Hades simply stared at me, his dark eyes so hard that I could tell I wasn’t getting through to him. “You’re thinking impulsively,” he said. “I can see that what you just learned was a huge shock. You understandably still need to process it. It’s time we leave you alone so you can have space to do that.” He nodded, as if agreeing with himself, then strolled over to the Oracle and helped her out of her chair.

      This had to be some sort of cruel joke.

      “What are you going to do—keep me locked in here forever?” I asked.

      “You’ll stay in here until you see reason,” he said. “Once you do, you’ll have free reign to go anywhere you wish in the Underworld. Our realm is vast. Elysium is paradise. You’ll have anything you need at your fingertips. There’s nothing for you on Earth that you can’t find here.”

      “Except for Zane,” I said.

      He sighed, as if he was getting tired of this. “Elysium is full of heroic men from the times of old up until the present day,” he said. “All of them are frozen at the age of their prime. As princess of the Underworld, you’ll have your pick of them. I’m sure one of them will be charming enough to make you forget all about your immortal lover.”

      “Zane isn’t my lover.” I clenched my fists, because it was taking every ounce of control to not strangle Hades on the spot. “He’s my soulmate. No one in the universe could ever replace him.”

      “You’re young,” he said. “You’ll soon learn—”

      “Is there anyone out there who could replace Persephone?” I interrupted, and his eyes widened.

      I’d startled him.

      Good.

      “This conversation is over,” he snapped. “This entire ordeal must have been exhausting, so I’ll have Sebastian bring up your dinner early. Once you see reason, you’ll break your fast, and all will be well.”

      I watched him in shock as he escorted the Oracle out of my quarters, leaving me with nothing to show from this exchange other than the moonstone hanging around my neck.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Two more weeks.

      One total month of a hunger strike in isolation.

      I was so weak now that I’d given up on trying to take my daily bath. I could manage about twice a week, but that was it.

      Most of my days were spent in bed with the books I’d gathered on my nightstand. My big adventure each day was hauling myself to the sink to drink water. And the only reason I managed that was because I knew it would be far worse if I was dehydrated as well as starving.

      Holding the books up to read them was becoming more difficult each day. For the most part, I was laying around in a haze, feeling barely conscious for good portions of the day.

      I stayed out of the main room, because Sebastian always kept a meal at the door, and seeing it was enough to nearly set me off. I’d be lying if there weren’t a few times I was tempted.

      Them I thought about the prophecy the Oracle had shown me, and it killed that temptation real quickly.

      I was settling into bed for the night when someone knocked on the front door.

      It hadn’t been long since Sebastian had dropped off my dinner.

      This couldn’t be him.

      So who was it?

      I stared up at the ceiling, my breaths shallow. I wasn’t sure I could muster up the energy to get out of bed again.

      But I needed to fight it. Because what if it was Hades coming to tell me he’d changed his mind? There had to be a part of him that felt guilty for leaving me here to starve to death.

      Except he was giving me food each day, so he wasn’t actually starving me to death. And he truly believed he was protecting me by not allowing me back on Earth.

      If he’d come to see me, I needed to know what he had to say.

      Putting all of my energy behind it, I pushed myself out of bed and walked out of the bedroom, holding onto the wall and whatever furniture was there to help keep me upright. Each step felt like climbing up a mountain, but I kept going, making it through the main room and eventually to the front door.

      I took a few breaths to gather strength to speak. “Come in,” I said, my voice raspy from disuse.

      The door swung open, revealing a woman with long, auburn hair. She wore a gold dress that fell to the floor, and her eyes were the same bright green as mine. She smelled like flowers, but not overwhelmingly so. It was more like she was wearing the most perfect perfume in existence.

      “Persephone,” I said, having no doubt that I was standing face to face with my birth mother.

      Tears glossed over her eyes, and before I knew what was happening, she pulled me into a hug.

      I fell into her—so consumed by hunger that I nearly lost my balance—and froze. But she continued to embrace me, and eventually, I awkwardly wrapped my arms around her back. This seemed to placate her, and finally she pulled away, cupping my face in her hands and smiling. A few tears had run down her cheeks, and any animosity I’d felt about the fact that she’d never visited me on Earth vanished.

      “Summer,” she finally said, her voice light and musical. “I’ve imagined this day more times than I can count.” She paused and glanced around the room, sorrow in her eyes. “And every time I did, I always hoped it wouldn’t be like this.”

      “You mean you hoped I wouldn’t be locked in my room on a hunger strike?”

      “Absolutely not.” She frowned, and somehow it was a pretty frown, like she was a Disney princess. “May I come in?”

      “Of course.” I stepped to the side, and Persephone glided inside like a whirlwind of energy. “I’m glad he provided you with so many books,” she said. “I know how much you love to read.”

      My stomach growled at the smell of the pizza sitting next to the door, and I braced myself against the wall to steady myself.

      Persephone hurried to my side and wrapped an arm around me to help. “I’m having food sent up right now,” she said. “You can’t go on like this.”

      “I can’t eat,” I said. “If I do, I’ll be stuck here.”

      “That’s only true about the fruit,” she said. “But as I’m sure you correctly suspected, Hades was having a bit of fruit put into every dish he sent up here. You did the right thing by not eating it. But the food I’m having prepared for you is safe. Please trust me and eat it. You’ll need your energy for when we return to Earth tomorrow.”

      “Wait.” I blinked a few times, praying a hadn’t imagined it. “We’re leaving?”

      Before she could answer, there was another knock on the door. She hurried to answer it, and a servant rolled a cart full of food into the room and placed it next to the table.

      Burgers, pizza, tacos… all my favorites.

      “You’re not tricking me?” I asked Persephone, even though I knew in my heart that she wasn’t.

      It would be cruel of her to do so. And Persephone wasn’t cruel. She’d never wanted me to end up here, and she hated that I was stuck here now. I knew it all the way down to my soul.

      “I did everything in my power to give you a happy life on Earth,” she said. “It’s my greatest desire to get you safely back there. I wouldn’t lie to you about something like this. Not ever.”

      Everything about her was so pure—from the kind expression in her eyes, to the musical way she spoke. She was Hades’s opposite in every way.

      As much as I disliked it, I was far more similar to him than to her. And, just like Hades must have the first time he’d seen Persephone, I felt a warm pull toward her. She was a bright, twinkling star that didn’t belong in this dark, cavernous palace.

      She was telling me the truth.

      But before I could think about it further, a primal part of my body took over, and I hurried to the table, reached for a cheeseburger, and inhaled it faster than I’d thought possible. Every bite exploded in wondrous bursts on my taste buds, and I couldn’t swallow it down fast enough.

      It was soon gone, and I moved onto demolishing the slices of pizza. My stomach swirled with the sudden onslaught of food, but I didn’t care—I kept eating until the entire pie of pizza was gone.

      Finally full, I popped open a can of Coke and savored it like it was the nectar of the gods.

      The haze that had settled over my brain started to lift, and energy that I’d forgotten I’d ever had rushed through my veins. It was like I’d just been shot with adrenaline, and it was absolutely glorious.

      Persephone placed down the taco she’d been delicately eating. “You already look so much better,” she said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you sooner. Hades was keeping me locked in my quarters as well. It wasn’t until he agreed to let you come back to Earth with me tomorrow that he allowed me to leave.”

      “It’s true, then?” I asked. “You’re taking me back home?”

      “I am,” she said. “Tomorrow is the spring equinox—the day Hecate will come to take me back to Earth. Hades has agreed to let you come with us.”

      “Just like that?” I couldn’t believe it.

      “I’ve been doing my best to support you in the background.” She lowered her eyes, an aura of modesty floating around her, then turned her focus back up to me. “Hades and I haven’t shared a bed in a while—at least, not until recently. Because when I heard you were here, and that he intended on keeping you here no matter what, I had to do anything I could to soften his heart. I needed to remind him what love is again. Since your arrival, I’ve invited him to sleep in my chambers each night. As a result, he and I have grown closer these past few weeks. He’s become more open to listening to me, and he’s considering how his actions affect me emotionally—as his wife, and as the mother of his child.”

      “You’ve been sleeping with him when you didn’t want to,” I realized, my stomach churning with horror. “You didn’t have to do that for me. You shouldn’t have done it. I’m so sorry that it came down to that.”

      “It wasn’t like that,” she said quickly. “Your father and I have a long and complicated relationship. I love him, despite his faults—and he has many. But we do love each other deeply. You might not see it right now, and I wouldn’t blame you if you don’t, but he’s a kind and loving man. He’s loyal, and he’ll do anything for the ones he loves. He believes living in the Underworld is the best for you—”

      “I gathered that,” I interrupted, silencing her. “But these are all excuses. He locked me in here knowing that if I ate any of the food he provided, I’d lose any bit of free will I had to leave this place. He gave me two options—starve, or be stuck in the Underworld. You say he’s kind, and loyal, and loving. But I see none of that. Because that’s not something you do to someone you love.”

      “I understand that you feel that way now.” She reached forward as if to push a strand of hair behind my ear, and I leaned back so she couldn’t. She frowned again, rejected. “But the ways of the gods are different from the ways of the mortals. You’re young, so it’s hard for you to see it right now. But you will in time.”

      “It doesn’t matter if I’m a god or a mortal—I will never do to anyone what he did to me,” I said. “Not ever.”

      “I don’t believe you’ll ever behave the way he did. But I do hope you grow to understand him better, so you can have a relationship with him,” she said, and I could tell by the small, somewhat sad smile she gave me that she truly thought it could be possible. “You have a long life ahead of you—one that you’ll be able to live on Earth. You’ll change in ways you can never imagine right now. And from what I’ve seen of you as you’ve grown up, you’re a strong, smart, fierce, caring young woman who will fight with all your heart for the ones you love. I’m proud to have brought you into this world, and I look forward to having a relationship with you—a loving, trusting one like my mother has with me.”

      “Demeter,” I said, since I knew from my studies that her mother was the Olympian goddess of the harvest.

      Her mother.

      My grandmother.

      Add that to the list of the things that were nearly impossible for me to wrap my head around yet.

      “I look forward to introducing the two of you.” She smiled, then glanced out the window to the lake. It was the darkest time of night—so dark it was nearly impossible to see, thanks to the fact that the moon didn’t shine in the Underworld. There was no sun, either—just a light that came from the sky during the day and dimmed at night. “But I’m afraid I must take my leave. It’s my final night here until the fall, and Hades is waiting for me in my chambers. I’ll come for you in the morning. But for now, try to get some sleep. Because if the immortals are pursuing the path of war that you say they are—and if you want the best chance at stopping them—then you’re going to need your rest.”

      She gave me one more hug, and then saw herself out of my chambers, leaving me in a daze as I processed everything I’d learned.

      Especially the most important part—my hunger strike had worked.

      I was finally going to be able to return home.
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      As promised, Persephone returned to my chambers in the morning—with my mother by her side.

      I ran to her and gave her the biggest hug I’ve ever given anyone in my life.

      At first she seemed taken aback, but then she wrapped her arms tighter around me, comforting me in a way I didn’t remember her doing since I was a child.

      I pulled away from her, looking into her deep purple eyes that twinkled as if they had actual stars in them. “Why didn’t you come for me sooner?” I asked the question that had been on my mind since I’d ran away from Hermes and prayed that my mom would rescue me. “You can travel through the shadows. You could have brought me home.”

      “Hades knew I’d try, so he revoked my permission to travel through the tunnels,” she explained. “He only reinstated it this morning. Otherwise, you know I would have come for you in a heartbeat.”

      “I know,” I said, since I figured there had to be some sort of explanation.

      I also didn’t want to stay in this place for a second longer than necessary. I never wanted to see these rooms that had become my prison ever again.

      I glanced out the window at the gleaming lake for what I hoped was the final time, then looked back to my mom. “Can we leave now?” I asked.

      “Soon,” Persephone answered before my mom had a chance. “First, you need to eat.”

      She had a cart of breakfast food rolled into the room, and as we ate, I told my mom everything that had happened to me since leaving for the Immortal Mountains.

      “I can’t go back to their village,” I said once I’d finished filling her in. “The king was clearly lying when he said he’d take me in as one of their own. But I need to get to Zane. He’ll leave his people when he finds out what the king did to me. I know he will.”

      At least, I hoped he would.

      I was counting on having him by my side to help stop the upcoming war.

      “The immortals have blocked off all access to their village. Hermes was only allowed in because the king wanted him to steal you away. I wouldn’t be able to get you there even if you wanted it,” she said. “Secondly, it didn’t take Zane long to figure out what his uncle did. He left the village soon after learning the truth of what had happened to you.”

      “Good.” I breathed out in relief, since it was the best I could have hoped for. “Where is he now?”

      “He’s been living in hiding,” she said. “He knew I was the only one who was as devoted to rescuing you as much as he was, so he found me and reached out to me for guidance.”

      “How did he manage that?” I asked.

      “He waited for the new moon, which was two and a half weeks ago,” she said. “The new moon is the time when it’s easiest to call upon me. He took days to prepare for the spell, and was successful in casting it. I came to his aid and provided him with the information he requested about how he might be able to enter the Underworld.”

      “Is he here now?” Panic rose in my chest, since if Zane was in the Underworld, then I needed to get him out. But how was I supposed to do that? I wasn’t allowed out of my quarters. And if I didn’t leave for Earth with Hecate and Persephone now, who knew if I’d get this opportunity again?

      This was an absolute disaster.

      “Not yet,” my mom said. “But he might be soon. The equinoxes are the times when it’s easiest to slip into the Underworld unseen, because Hades is either grieving Persephone’s departure or celebrating her return. Zane and I discussed his options, and he felt like the Lake at Lerna would be his best shot at getting here. Because if you swim far enough down the lake, there’s a portal to the Underworld.”

      “Lerna,” I said, remembering reading about it in some of the books I read.

      It didn’t take long to click.

      “The Lernaean Hydra. That’s where the hydra lives.”

      “The hydra guards the entrance to the Underworld,” my mom confirmed. “Zane will have to kill it to swim down to the portal.”

      “I thought the hydra lived in a cave,” I said. “Can’t Zane just try to jump in the lake without the hydra knowing?”

      “The hydra guards the portal,” she repeated. “It comes out of its cave to attack anyone who takes a boat to the center of the lake. It’s ill advised to attempt to fight the hydra in a boat, so Zane will do as Heracles and the Elementals did before him, and attack the hydra on land.”

      I took a moment to soak all of this in.

      Zane was going to try to kill the hydra and swim to the Underworld.

      It was crazy. Because even though Zane and I were soulmates, and he loved me, abandoning his people and then trying to kill the hydra to swim down to the Underworld felt like an entirely different level of love.

      “We have to go there,” I decided. “Now.”

      “Wait,” Persephone said, and I tensed, preparing myself for her to tell me not to get near the hydra. “If you’re going to Lake Lerna, you’ll need a weapon.”

      Well, that was unexpected.

      Maybe Persephone wasn’t as delicate as she appeared.

      “Agreed,” I said, and I turned back to Hecate. “Take me to the academy first. I’ll grab the Golden Sword, and then you can drop me off at the lake to find Zane. Hopefully we find him before he starts picking this fight with the hydra, but if we don’t, the sword will provide me the protection I need.”

      “The Golden Sword is powerful,” Persephone said. “But cutting off the hydra’s heads won’t kill it.”

      “Because two will grow back in its place,” I said, since given that the hydra was one of the most famous monsters in Greek mythology, I knew a bit about it by now. “But since Zane doesn’t need to get to the Underworld anymore, there’s no need to kill the hydra. I just need to be able to protect myself while I get Zane out of there.”

      “A valid point,” Persephone said.

      “But going to the academy first will take up time we don’t have.” My mom looked to Persephone. “Can you grab a sword from the armory?”

      “Of course,” she said, and then she shimmered and disappeared.

      I studied the empty space where she’d been standing a few seconds ago. “What was that?” I asked my mom.

      “Persephone’s the queen of the Underworld,” she said. “She can portal anywhere Hades allows.”

      “Clearly the queen isn’t equal to the king around here,” I muttered, another wave of anger at Hades crashing over me.

      I didn’t care what Persephone said—I’d never accept Hades into my life. I couldn’t have any type of loving relationship with someone who was so incredibly controlling.

      Persephone blinked back into existence a few seconds later with a sword in hand, along with a belt and sheath so I could carry it with me. The sword was beautiful—pale gold, with four metal leaves above the handle to serve as the cross guard.

      “Hades commissioned it as a present for me, but I’m not one for violence, so it’s never been used,” she said. “I saw it and thought of you.”

      “It’s perfect. Thank you.” I took the belt and fastened it around my waist. Then she handed me the sword, and as always, the metal warmed in my palm, humming with energy.

      But unlike other times, the leaves on the cross guard shimmered with green magic, as if it was connecting with my affinity for earth as well as metal.

      Persephone’s sword was meant to be mine, in a far more personal way than the Golden Sword had ever been.

      And I was ready to use it on my search to find my soulmate.
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      I felt far safer in the shadow tunnels with my mom than I had with Hermes, but that didn’t stop the anxiety swirling in my stomach as we walked through the cavernous paths.

      Because for all we knew, Zane had already started fighting the hydra. And while I didn’t doubt Zane’s ability to hold his own in a fight, this was the hydra. Not even Heracles had been able to slay the hydra without help.

      It was official—my soulmate was crazy.

      But in a weird way, I loved him for it.

      “How much longer?” I asked my mom.

      “You’re as impatient as you were as a kid in the car to Disney World,” she said with a small smile.

      I remembered that trip—it felt like it had taken forever to get to Orlando, even though it had only been about three hours.

      “That didn’t answer my question,” I said.

      “We’re almost there,” she answered.

      “How do these tunnels work, anyway?” I asked. “How do you know where you’re going?”

      “It’s hard to explain. But it’s like I have an inner compass directing me through them,” she said. “I think of a destination, and I know the path to take.”

      “And you and Hermes are the only ones with this ‘inner compass.”

      “Correct.”

      I nodded, then turned to Persephone. “And where do you go in the summers?” I asked, needing to make chit chat so my mind didn’t wander to imagining the worst that might be happening to Zane right now.

      “I spend the summers with my mom,” she said. “We live on Mount Olympus, but we enjoy traveling when we’re together. Despite how long we’ve lived, I feel like there are always new, amazing places in the world to explore. After being cooped up in the Underworld for so long, it’s incredible to see the sun and feel the breeze and take in the beauty of nature. There’s truly nothing like it.” She glowed when she spoke, and I had a sudden image in my head of myself joining them on their travels.

      “Once all of this craziness is over, I’d like to come with you,” I said. “If you don’t mind.”

      Way to invite yourself along on their summer plans, I thought.

      “Of course!” She beamed, easing my anxiety. “I’d love nothing more.”

      I glanced to my mom, and she gave me an approving smile.

      “Cool.” I returned Persephone’s smile, although I felt somewhat awkward about the whole thing.

      It was going to take a while to get used to. And I didn’t think I’d be able to truly process everything that had happened to me recently until the brewing war between the Norse and Greek gods was stopped once and for all.

      Eventually, my mom stopped at a place in the path that looked no different from anywhere else.

      “This is it.” She studied me, concern on her features. “I wish I could be of more help from here. But I’m a goddess of peace—not violence. I’d only be a hindrance if I was there with you and the hydra.”

      “Bringing me here is help enough,” I said. “Thank you.”

      Plus, I didn’t want her putting herself in the harm of the hydra. Even though she was a goddess, she was still my mom. I couldn’t imagine her in a physical fight with anything, which I supposed matched up with what she’d just said about being a goddess of peace.

      She pressed her hand to the cave wall and a golden glow in the shape of a door beamed forth from it, like the light was slicing through the stone. She pushed, and the door opened, revealing the shore of a swampy lake. And, about a football field’s length away from me, Zane was standing strong against a gigantic, scaly monster that I would have thought was a dragon if it didn’t have three heads.

      Two long necks flopped down the monster’s sides. They would have been the outermost heads—the hydra had five heads—but the actual heads were gone, and there were no traces of them on the ground.

      Zane gathered his ice magic, its blue light so intense that it glowed against his face despite the bright noon sun.

      The center head of the hydra blew out fire like a dragon, but Zane easily darted out of the blast. The fire dissipated into the air, and Zane threw a huge ball of water at the head to the left. The water surrounded the head, like the head was in a fishbowl, then hardened to ice.

      The hydra’s head was frozen in a contorted expression of anger, its razor-sharp teeth gleaming in its open mouth.

      The other heads roared in anger. I think the monster would have run at Zane like a bull if it wasn’t so massive that its stumpy legs didn’t look strong enough to carry it, especially with the two useless necks weighing it further down.

      The center head blasted more fire at Zane. But Zane darted out of its way at the same time as the ice around the trapped head shattered into nothingness, taking the head with it.

      The neck flopped down to the ground, the top of it seared with deathly black frostbite. There was no blood, no gore—just a blackened, dead stump where its head had been.

      No heads grew back out of the severed neck.

      Hercules had seared the hydra’s necks with fire to stop new heads from growing out of it. Now Zane was doing the same—with ice.

      It was brilliant.

      And it had all happened in seconds.

      I ran out the glowing cave door without saying bye to my mom or Persephone and sprinted to Zane, screaming his name above the angry growls of the two remaining heads.

      He couldn’t hear me above the hydra’s screams, or he was simply laser focused as he expertly shattered the head on the right the same way he had to the head on the left.

      I screamed his name again, at the same time as the center head shot another blast of fire in his direction.

      Zane glanced back at me, and I immediately regretted distracting him. Because the fire curled toward him in what felt like slow motion, and fear swirled in my stomach.

      “Move!” I screamed, and he rolled to the ground, putting out the fire that had brushed the side of his arm.

      The hydra’s remaining head tried to shoot fire at me, but I held up my sword, connecting to the metal with my magic and deflecting the flames with the blade as if the weapon was a full-blown shield. The heat roared around me, but the fire didn’t touch me. And while it was hot, it didn’t burn.

      I’d done it on instinct, and as the flames died out, I realized how painfully wrong that could have turned out if my sword hadn’t been able to block the fire.

      Zane was next to me in a second, and he threw a ball of blue magic at the center head just like he’d done to the others.

      But the head launched fire at it, and when it crashed against Zane’s magic, the flames died out and the water evaporated into thin air, negating each other. Zane launched more of his magic at the final head, but the hydra used its fire to do the same thing again.

      As their magic collided, I zeroed in on the hydra’s head and launched my sword at the thinnest part of its neck. I held onto it with my mind as it soared through the air, adding more speed and pressure as the blade connected to the hydra’s skin and sliced cleanly through its neck.

      The head thumped to the ground, the fire dying out in the back of the monster’s throat, and I called my sword back into my waiting palm.

      Zane stared at me like I was a corpse returned to life.

      “Freeze it.” I motioned to the hydra’s neck, which was lifting itself from the ground in preparation to birth two new heads from the healing stump.

      Zane zapped back into focus, created a ball of water, and hurled it toward the two fetus-like heads that were already growing out of the hydra’s neck. The water surrounded the heads, so they were in a fishbowl. Then it turned to ice and shattered, and the final neck fell to the ground, taking the rest of the monster’s body down with it.
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      The impact shook the ground.

      But Zane paid no attention to the dead monster. Because he was staring at me with wonder, as if I’d disappear if he looked away for even a second.

      “How are you here?” he finally asked.

      “It’s a long story,” I said. “But what were you thinking by trying to go to the Underworld to find me? How were you going to take out that final fire head? And how did you plan on getting—”

      I didn’t get to finish my sentence, because he pulled me toward him and crushed his lips against mine before I could speak another word. I melted into him as I kissed him back, not realizing until this moment that I’d needed his kiss far more than I’d needed a single crumb of food in the Underworld.

      He wound his hands through my hair, and fire pulsed through me as he pressed his body against mine. I wanted more of him—all of him. The need for his touch was so intense that it would consume me in an instant if I let it.

      Instead, I pulled back, resting my forehead against his to catch my breath. Eventually, I inched away and trailed my fingers across the smooth skin beneath his scorched sleeve.

      “You didn’t burn,” I observed.

      “My blood doesn’t only heal others,” he said. “I can heal myself, too.”

      “Got it,” I said, since I should have realized that.

      It was like kissing him had robbed me of all logical thoughts. And from the way he was continuing to look at me, I’d say it had done the same to him, too.

      “I was coming to save you,” he said. “But it seems like you were able to do that on your own.”

      “Not on my own,” I said. “I had help. From Persephone. If it wasn’t for her, I wouldn’t be standing here right now.”

      “Tell me everything,” he instructed.

      I glanced at the dead hydra and shuffled uneasily on my feet.

      “It’s dead,” he assured me, even though its gigantic corpse made that more than apparent. “It won’t come back for a few weeks.”

      “Right,” I said, since the monsters of ancient mythology were eternal. They could be slain for small periods of time, but they’d always eventually return.

      For now, we were safe here.

      Well, as safe as a hunted immortal and goddess could be.

      “Hermes came into my room when I was drunk and abducted me to the Underworld,” I started, and from there, I told him about what had happened during my time in Hades’s realm.

      He listened patiently, both proud of me for staying strong and refusing the food offered to me, and concerned about the fact that I’d gone so long without nourishment.

      “So, he eventually saw how miserable you were and let you come back home?” he asked.

      “He didn’t let me go because he thought it was best for me,” I said. “He did it to please Persephone.”

      “Your father sounds like he has just as much love for you as my uncle does for me.” Hate flashed in Zane’s eyes when he spoke of the immortal king.

      “He’s better than your uncle.” I couldn’t believe I was standing up for Hades, but anyone was better than King Lucien.

      Zane pressed his lips into a thin line, neither agreeing nor disagreeing with my statement.

      “Before I left the Underworld, I spoke with the Oracle.” I unclasped my necklace and removed the moonstone, making sure Chione’s snowflake remained on the chain. “I asked her what would happen if your people succeeded in reclaiming their power. Hold the stone and see what she showed me.”

      He took the stone, gripped it firmly in his hand, and his eyes turned white like the Oracle’s. He stared out at nothingness, and he was totally still—as if his soul had been ripped from his body and drifted to another realm. It was like he was a statue of the man I loved, and chills rushed down my spine at the sight of his empty eyes.

      Finally, his eyes returned to normal, and he blinked a few times, like he was reorienting himself to the world.

      “That can’t be real,” he finally said. “My uncle may be cruel, but he doesn’t want to end the world.”

      “The Oracle doesn’t lie. This is what will happen if your uncle continues to rule your people,” I said. “He needs to be stopped.”

      “He’ll never give up his royal magic. The only way to remove him as king is to kill him,” he said.

      “And then the royal magic will go to you?” It made sense, since Zane was a prince, and the king had no children who’d lived through Ragnarok.

      “The royal magic will go to whoever kills him, along with their soulmate, if they have one.” Zane handed the moonstone back to me, and I threaded it back through the chain and clasped the necklace back on my neck, thinking carefully of my next words. Because I didn’t want to be callous, given that the king was Zane’s family, but it needed to be said.

      “Do you think you’d be able to convince him to not pit the Norse and Greek gods against each other?” I already knew the answer, but I thought it would help Zane to say it out loud.

      “Absolutely not.” He didn’t even take a second to think about it.

      “Then we have to do this.”

      “He’s my family.” Zane ran his fingers through his hair, clearly stressed. “I’ve never liked him. I know he’ll never accept you as my soulmate—that he’ll do everything he can to rid you of this Earth. And I believe that the Oracle’s vision is true. But the thought of killing a member of my family…” His face paled, and he shook his head, sickened by the thought.

      “I understand,” I said. “And you don’t have to be the one to do it. Because I will.”
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      “What?” he said, although I knew he’d heard me. He just needed a second to let the words sink in.

      “I’ll need your help,” I continued. “But I’d never ask you to take the killing blow. I’ll do it. After all, I’m a goddess. I’m more than capable of killing an immortal.”

      At least I hoped I was.

      The entire world was depending on it.

      He nodded, which I took as an assent that he agreed. “I know you are,” he said, and I smiled, since it felt good to know that my soulmate believed in me. “But there’s only one weapon that can kill the immortal king. The Flaming Sword.”

      “So we need to get the sword,” I said. “Where is it?”

      “That’s the problem. I have no idea where the sword is.”

      Of course not.

      It would be far too easy if he did.

      “Then I suppose we’ll have to track it down ourselves,” I said. “And I know just the place to start.”

      “Where?”

      “The place with the biggest library on mythology in the world. The academy.”

      He stepped back the moment I said the words. “They know what I am,” he said. “I can’t go back there.”

      “You saved Blake’s life. You were about to journey to the Underworld to help bring me back home.” I still had no idea how exactly he’d intended to steal me out of the Underworld, but it wasn’t relevant to the conversation, so I’d bring it up once we were safely back at the academy and had some time to breathe. “You’re on our side. They’ll let you back in.”

      He frowned, and doubt trickled through me.

      Because before I’d been taken to the Underworld, Zane had wanted exactly what his uncle wanted—for the immortals to reign over all the other gods and supernaturals in the world.

      “Are you on our side?” Dread filled me at the possibility that he might still support his uncle’s plan.

      “I saw what happened during Ragnarok the first time around,” he said. “I have no interest in pitting the gods against each other if that means the world will be destroyed again. And if this goes the way we want, we’ll be the king and queen of the immortals. We won’t have to do things my uncle’s way. We’ll garner the respect that the immortals deserve without resorting to war.”

      From the confident way he spoke, I could already see him leading them as their king.

      As for me being accepted as their queen, there was a lot up in the air about that. But that was a problem for another day.

      One step at a time.

      First, we had to figure out the location of the Flaming Sword.

      “When we get to the academy, tell them exactly what you just told me,” I said. “They’ll believe you.”

      “And what about you?” he asked. “You did, after all, leave the academy to join me and the immortals.”

      “Once they hear what happened to me there, and about how your uncle sold me to the Underworld, they’ll accept me back as well.” The lie slipped out before I realized what I was saying.

      Because if I told Zane about how the Elementals had sent me to spy on him and the immortals, I feared I’d lose any chance I had at convincing him to return to the academy. And while I truly believed the library at the academy would have the answer we needed, I also wanted to return there because in these past few months, the academy had turned into my home, and the people there my family. I trusted them with all my heart. I hoped Zane eventually would, too.

      I’d tell him the truth later, after things calmed down a bit.

      Zane nodded, apparently believing my lie, but it didn’t make me feel any better. “Someone else has to know about the Flaming Sword.” He scratched his head, thinking. “Maybe your mom? Either one of them?”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle when he put it like that.

      “I’ve never heard of the sword you’re referring to,” a familiar voice said from nearby—my mom.

      She stepped out of the shadows behind a grouping of trees and walked over to stand with us. Well, more like glided over.

      Again, I couldn’t believe I went my entire life without noticing there was something supernaturally different about her.

      “How long were you standing there?” I asked.

      “The whole time,” she said. “I needed to make sure you were safe—both of you.”

      From the way she looked at Zane, it was almost like she was viewing him as part of our family. My chest warmed at the thought. Because if my mom could accept Zane, then surely the Elementals could as well.

      “The entire time?” I asked, remembering how intensely and intimately Zane and I had kissed after being reunited.

      “I turned my head at some points. No need to worry,” she said, although despite her reassurance, I still felt awkward about it.

      “Where’s Persephone?” I glanced at the trees where my mom had emerged, but couldn’t spot my birth mother.

      “She’s waiting in the tunnels,” she said. “I promised her I’d bring her to her mom after collecting the two of you and bringing you wherever you needed to go, given that you don’t have many options for transportation from here.”

      I looked around the empty landscape of the lake, feeling like an idiot for not thinking past how Zane and I would get anywhere after killing the hydra. It wasn’t like I had my phone with me and could call an Uber. I didn’t even know where the closest street was. My thoughts had been zeroed in on one thing—getting to Zane in time to stop him from diving into that lake and swimming to the Underworld.

      Everything else would have been handled afterward.

      “Where do you want me to take you?” my mom asked.

      I looked to Zane, since I didn’t want to force him anywhere. He was staring out at the lake—a small boat floated in the center of it—lost in thought.

      I said nothing, since I’d already voiced my opinion. Now, the decision was his.

      Finally, he looked back at my mom. “Take us to the academy,” he said, and relief filled me as I took his hand, and we went with my mom into the shadow tunnels to head back to the school.
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      We dropped Persephone off in the Scottish Highlands—where she’d be spending the summer with Demeter—then walked with my mom for about thirty minutes through the tunnels to get back to the academy.

      She used her magic to create a door in the stone walls, and a gust of freezing air rushed through it—so cold that it burned my cheeks. Drops of something—snow—hit me as well.

      The sky was a dark, stormy gray, and what must have been three feet of snow piled on the ground, like some sort of winter wonderland.

      No, not a wonderland.

      A wasteland.

      Because we were looking out at Kinsley Cottage, and no lights came from the windows. No students walked around campus. The school felt dead. Ice crawled up the walls and windowpanes, and dripped in icicles from the roof and porch rails.

      It was like we’d stepped into an alternate dimension.

      “I don’t know much about the weather up north,” I said, wrapping my arms around myself in an unsuccessful attempt to get warm. “But I didn’t think they got blizzards in late March.”

      “It’s happened a handful of times in the past,” my mom said. “But not like this. They’re calling it an ultra-bomb cyclone. The snow started at the end of February and hasn’t let up since.”

      “The end of February,” Zane repeated. “That’s when I left the village to try to get to the Underworld.” He held that thought, and my mom said nothing, waiting for him to continue. “This isn’t an ordinary weather event. It’s the work of my uncle.”

      “You knew he was going to do this?” I asked.

      “I never know what he’s going to do, or when he’s going to do it,” he said. “After I left, I was consumed with trying to find you and stay hidden. The small towns in Europe I stayed near weren’t exactly the sort of places that kept tabs on news from America.”

      “Right.” I chewed on my lower lip, then looked to my mom. “But you knew about this.”

      “I did. But I thought it best to show you for yourselves.”

      “Why?”

      “Because like Zane, I theorized that this was the work of his people.” She moved her focus to meet his eyes. “I was curious what your reaction would be when you saw it yourself.”

      “You wanted to try to figure out if I knew anything about it. If I was involved in his plans,” he said.

      “Yes. But from what I just saw, you’re as surprised as Summer.”

      “I am,” he confirmed.

      “Do you have any idea why your uncle would do something like this?” she asked.

      “He must be getting closer to raising the Norse gods,” he theorized. “My uncle has always been a fan of theatrics. He could be setting the stage—trying to foreshadow the fact that the immortals will rule the world again.”

      I shivered at the icy way he said it.

      “It’s not a fact,” I said. “At least, not when we’re finished with him.”

      “I know that,” he said. “But my uncle doesn’t.”

      I gazed out at the cold, gray, snowscape sprawled out around us and blinked flakes of snow out of my eyelashes. It was so cold that it was seeping into my bones.

      My mom pulled the door shut, sealing out icy wind and freezing air. The tunnels were warm, but the remainder of the snowflakes melted onto the black gear I’d worn to the fight the hydra. Luckily, the clothes were waterproof, but that didn’t stop the cold from feeling like it was clinging to me relentlessly.

      “Where are the others?” I asked.

      “Most of the students went home to their families,” she said.

      “And Nicole, Kate, and Blake?” I asked, since I didn’t see how they could survive this in Kinsley Cottage.

      “They’re staying in the dining hall, along with any teachers and students who chose to stay,” she said.

      I almost asked why they’d stay in the dining hall, but then realized, “They need to stay where the food is.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Take us there,” I said. “You can bring us straight inside, right?”

      “Of course I can.” She started walking, but was quickly stopped by Zane.

      “Wait,” he said, and she rotated back around to face him. “We don’t know how they’re going to react to me being there. The two of you need to talk to them first. I’ll wait outside, near the cottage, since I assume they’ll be keeping watch outside the dining hall. If they accept the truth that I’m on your side, then come and get me.”

      I almost said that he’d freeze to death if he waited outside, but stopped myself. Because Zane was basically made of ice. He’d be in his element out there.

      “Summer will talk to them,” my mom said. “I can’t stay for much longer.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “This is a time of great distress for witches throughout the mid-Atlantic and northeast,” she said. “Many of them call upon me in times like these. I have to put my energy toward receiving their prayers, hearing their spells, and giving them the guidance I can.”

      “That makes sense,” I said, understanding that as the goddess of witchcraft, she had responsibilities beyond looking out for me.

      Especially since I was growing into a goddess who was more than capable of taking care of myself.

      “I’ll drop Zane off outside the dining hall, and you inside. I know they’ll be relieved to see you.”

      “Do they know where I’ve been?” I asked.

      “No,” she said. “You have a lot to fill them in on. I’ll check in when I can. But I believe in you—in both of you.” She glanced at Zane, and he took my hand, as if showing her that we were a team, always. “And I have faith that together, you can help save the world.”

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      My mom re-opened the door that led to the center of campus, near Kinsley Cottage.

      “You’ve got this,” Zane said, pulling me into a hug so tight that it was nearly as intimate as a kiss.

      The only thing stopping me from kissing him was that my mom was standing there watching us.

      “I’ll come get you soon,” I promised, and he walked through the door.

      My mom shut it behind him, locking out the blistering cold from the tunnels once again. “You didn’t tell him the truth about why you left the academy and joined him in the immortal village,” she said once he was gone.

      “I know.” I sighed and looked sadly at the place where the door had been. “I’m going to tell him. Eventually. It just didn’t feel like the right time.”

      “It will never feel like the right time,” she said. “But the longer you wait, the harder it will be.”

      I twisted the soulmate ring around my finger, since after the past few weeks, I’d learned that the longer you kept a secret, the more it festered. But the ring was proof that our bond was unbreakable. “He’ll understand,” I said, praying it would be true.

      “He loves you,” she said. “The truth will be hard for him to hear. And it will likely take time for him to process. But Zane was willing to dive into the Underworld to find you. He’ll forgive you.”

      “I hope so.” I was grateful for her support, even though she had no way of knowing if what she’d said would come true. “But first, we have to hope the Elementals will accept him back onto our side.”

      “Do you believe he’s on our side?” she asked.

      “Yes.” I didn’t hesitate. “I do.”

      “Then they will as well.”

      We only had to walk for about thirty seconds before she stopped in front of the tunnel wall, pressed her hands against the rocks, and the magic glowed to create a door. “Are you ready?” she asked.

      “As ever.” I pulled her close into a hug, and I felt her initial tense of surprise, since she knew I wasn’t a hugger. Well, except for with Zane, but that was different. “Thank you,” I said, and then I turned around, pushed the door open, and stepped through.
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      The door led to the small room at the side of the dining hall where the teachers took their meals. The clear glass panes that typically looked out to the rest of the space were covered with sheets, and the tables had been pushed to the walls to make space for three mattresses that were made up with sheets, comforters, and pillows.

      Kate sat at a table on the other side of the room. Her nose was buried in a book, and multiple, tall stacks of books and scrolls covered many of the other tables. She was wearing a winter jacket and a furry hat, and I wrapped my arms around myself, since it was freezing in here. Not nearly as cold as outside—without the wind chill, it was much better—but it was still cold.

      I shut the door behind myself, and she looked up in surprise. Her eyes widened, and she stared at me like I was some sort of apparition.

      There were hollows under her eyes, and I wondered if she was going without food so those who needed it to survive wouldn’t starve to death.

      “Summer,” she said. “Is that really you?”

      “It’s really me.”

      “Where did you come from?”

      “The shadow tunnels.”

      She placed a bookmark into the pages and closed the book. “We clearly have a lot to discuss.”

      I looked around the empty room. “Where are the others?”

      “Blake and Nicole are in the main room, tending to the fire and trying to keep the others calm. I’ll go get them.” She paused and sized me up. “And I’ll bring you some warm clothing. Take as many comforters as you need from the beds to keep yourself warm as you wait.”

      She hurried out the door, and I wrapped myself in one of the comforters and wandered to the nearest table to check out the books and scrolls she was using for her research. I couldn’t see the titles of the scrolls without rolling them out, but the books seemed to be varieties of Greek and Norse myths—many of them obscure ones I hadn’t heard of. Others, I recognized from the shelves in my quarters in the Underworld.

      It wasn’t long until Kate returned with Blake. He was holding a steaming mug of what smelled like hot chocolate.

      “Nicole’s gathering you some clothes—she’ll be back soon,” Kate said. “In the meantime, drink this.”

      Blake walked toward me to hand me the drink, but I didn’t take it. “Thank you, but I can’t accept this,” I said. “Not when there are others who need it more than me.”

      I glanced at Kate, since she likely knew what I was talking about.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      “They need calories to survive. We don’t,” I said, and she nodded with respect. “I appreciate the offer, but please bring that to one of the others. Some hot water will do for me.”

      “Very well.” She looked to Blake, and he left the room with the drink.

      “What did the immortals do to you?” she asked after he left.

      I instantly flashed back to the immortals locking me in the cell, and Zane’s uncle having Hermes steal me away to the Underworld.

      “Never mind,” she said quickly. “I’m sure it’s a lot. I don’t want you to have to tell it twice. We’ll wait for Blake and Nicole to come back. You can tell us everything then.”

      “Thanks,” I said, since the last thing I wanted was to rehash my experiences more than necessary. “What have you been researching here?”

      “I’m trying to figure out where Odin and his Valkyries might be buried,” she said. “If I can, maybe we can get to them before Loki.”

      “Have you heard any word from him?”

      “No,” she said. “I’m not surprised. Loki is tricky. He’ll only be found when he wants to be found.”

      “And you think he’ll want us to find him?”

      “I’d bet on it,” she said. “This is Loki we’re talking about. He’s not going to stay in the shadows for long.”

      “Good point,” I said, since even though I didn’t know much about Loki as a mythological figure, I’d taken classes from him nearly every day since coming to the academy when he was disguised as Mason. As Mason, he’d loved attention and commotion. I was sure that wasn’t far off from his true personality.

      We’d see him again. I had no doubts about it.

      “You look different,” Kate observed. “Whatever you’ve been through, I hope you know we’re here for you, no matter what.”

      “Thanks.” I wrapped the comforter tighter around myself, suddenly more aware of the cold.

      Because I truly believed they were there for me—but that didn’t mean they’d also be there for Zane. While I felt like Zane and I were a unit, others didn’t see us that way.

      They saw me as a Greek goddess, and him as a Norse immortal. Two people on totally different sides. I didn’t blame them for it, but the soulmate bond had brought us together for a reason. Joining forces to stop this war had to be it.

      Suddenly, the door opened, and Blake and Nicole came bursting through. Blake held a mug of steaming liquid, and Nicole wheeled in a cart with a box that was overflowing with winter clothing.

      “I didn’t know what you’d need,” she said. “So I brought as much as I could.”

      She didn’t continue wheeling it in—instead, she left it where it was, ran up to me, and hugged me.

      What was up with everyone hugging me all of a sudden?

      I awkwardly wrapped my arms around her, then stepped back as quickly as possible. “Thanks,” I told her. “It’s freezing in here.”

      I hurried toward the cart, happily pulling out sweatshirts, jackets, scarfs, and hats and putting them on. Of course, I went for the black articles of clothing first. A girl could never own too much clothing in black.

      Once layered up, I took the hot water from Blake, blew on it, and started to drink. It was nowhere near as good as that hot chocolate had probably been, but it would do.

      “Let’s sit,” Kate said, and she walked to one of the tables that wasn’t covered by books.

      We got ourselves settled, and Blake and Nicole’s gazes were on me the entire time.

      “How do you have electricity?” I asked, since I had no idea where to start.

      “We have a generator,” Kate said. “It runs on solar, water, and wind electricity. Solar hasn’t been much use to us because of the cloud cover, but the water and air elementals have been able to keep the electricity going. But it’s not the strongest thing in the world—it was designed to power the school for a few days, tops—which is why the lights are dim and the heat doesn’t go super high. We all moved into the dining hall to conserve the energy.”

      “Interesting.” The technical aspects behind it didn’t make total sense to me, but I was sure whoever was running it knew what they were doing.

      “We didn’t come here to talk about generators.” Nicole sat forward and rested her elbows on the table. “What happened to you? You look like you’ve been through a lot.”

      “Is that a nice way of saying I look like crap?” I tried my best to lighten the mood, since what I was about to tell them was going to be pretty heavy.

      “You could never look like crap,” she said. “You’re a goddess. But yeah—you do look a bit tired.”

      “It’s because I have been through a lot,” I said, and then I made myself comfortable and caught them up on everything that had happened since I’d left for the Immortal Mountains.
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      They let me tell the story with relatively few interruptions, which I was grateful for.

      “How do you know Zane doesn’t want to get this Flaming Sword for himself and use it to turn on us?” Blake asked after I was finished, always the cynic when it came to Zane, even though Zane had saved his life.

      “You all saw the Oracle’s vision,” I said, since I’d passed around the ring for them to see it for themselves. “Zane doesn’t want a second coming of Ragnarok any more than we do. Especially because if things continue to play out the way the Oracle predicted, all of us will die. Including Zane.”

      “And you think he’d kill his uncle.” Blake’s tone was flat—he clearly doubted it.

      “Zane’s uncle sent Hermes to take me to the Underworld. The king hates me. He won’t rest until I’m dead. Which means we have to kill him first.”

      “Plus, Zane wouldn’t technically be killing his uncle,” Nicole said. “Summer would.”

      I shivered as Vera’s empty, dead eyes flashed through my mind. Because she was the only person I’d ever killed. Now, if things went as planned, I was going to add another to that list.

      It didn’t sit easily with me, but someone had to do it. And given my metal magic, I was the most logical choice when it came to using a sword.

      “Summer?” Kate said. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I forced a small smile. “I know you all have reasons to doubt Zane. I’d be skeptical if I were you, too. But at the end of the day, I’m the one going on this journey to find the sword. And I choose Zane to come with me.”

      “I take it he’s somewhere nearby?” Kate asked.

      “He’s waiting outside.”

      “Then go out and get him,” she said, and the tension I’d been holding onto since stepping into this room released from my body. “Take the back way so no one will see him. From there, we’ll work together and figure out how to find this Flaming Sword.”
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      The energy in the room was tense as they spoke with Zane, but eventually, they welcomed him back to the school. He wouldn’t be allowed to go anywhere alone, but it was better than nothing. Especially because if things went as planned, we wouldn’t be at the school for long.

      The five of us spent the rest of the day researching how to find the Flaming Sword. The plan we eventually came up with wasn’t perfect, but given that time was of the essence, it seemed like our best bet.

      Not wanting anyone who’d remained at the academy to know we were there, Kate set us up in one of the pantries in the basement. It was too complicated to bring a mattress in there, so we piled some comforters on top of each other to create a makeshift bed.

      One bed.

      I was no stranger to sharing a bed with Zane, but it made me nervous every time.

      “Given everything that could have happened, I’d say that went decently well,” he said after we’d situated ourselves under the covers.

      “It could have been worse,” I agreed.

      He rolled onto his side to face me, propping himself up on his elbow to study me. His eyes were solemn and sad, as if he was deep in grief.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “There was a while there that I thought I’d never see you again,” he said. “During those weeks when you were gone, when I was trying to find you… it was like I was living in my own personal hell.”

      “And then there was me, hanging out in actual hell.” I tried to joke about it—even though I knew the Underworld, with its multiple realms, was far from the typical definition of hell—but it fell flat.

      He reached for my hand, brushing his fingers against the glowing soulmate ring on my finger, and my breath hitched at his touch. “I never want to be separated like that ever again,” he said.

      “Me either.”

      He leaned forward and kissed me, and it was like all the worries we had about where things would go from here disappeared. It was just me and Zane, safe at the school, free to enjoy one single night of peace before the craziness started up again.

      I melted into him, and at some point, he rolled on top of me, looking intensely down into my eyes. His body was firm and hard against mine, and with him looking at me like that, I could barely breathe.

      “I love you, Summer.” He brought his lips down to mine again, not giving me time to reply. When he deepened the kiss, fire stirred in my core, and I wrapped my legs around his hips, needing him closer.

      The clothes between us were suddenly a barrier between his skin and mine, and I wanted them off.

      I wanted him.

      All of him.

      One of his hands drifted to my waist and under my shirt, his fingers making small patterns on my skin as they made their way up my stomach. His touch was like fire, and I didn’t want him to stop.

      But we couldn’t do this right now. Not when there was so much left unsaid between us.

      “Zane,” I murmured, reaching for his hand and stopping him from going any further. “Wait.”

      He pulled his hand away and pushed himself up to hover above me, guilt shining in his eyes. “I shouldn’t have pushed you,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      “You didn’t push me,” I said. “I want this. Truly.”

      “Then what’s wrong?”

      “There’s something I have to tell you first.”

      He rolled off me to sit up, and I adjusted my shirt before sitting back up as well.

      “Whatever it is, I’m here for you,” he said. “We don’t have to do anything you’re not ready for. You’re safe with me. I promise.”

      I ran my hands through my hair to untangle it, trying to figure out where to start.

      This was going to be tough.

      But I needed to get on with it. I’d never be able to forgive myself if I slept with Zane without telling him the truth. And given the way my body was reacting to his, and that we were going to be here all night, that time was now.

      “I know I am. I trust you with my life.” I played with the tips of my fingers and lowered my eyes, finding it hard to look at him for this last part. “But I wasn’t completely honest with you about why I left the academy to join you in the immortal village.”

      “Okay.” He remained still, and when I looked back up at him, his expression was neutral as he waited for me to continue.

      He seemed to be bracing himself for the worst.

      And he was right to do so.

      “I didn’t go to the immortal village to join you and the immortals,” I said. “I’ve always supported the Greeks. I went there to try to figure out the plans of the immortals, so I could give the Greeks information that would help us defend ourselves when the time came.” The words came out in a rush, and I felt like all the air had depleted from my lungs after saying it.

      I could barely breathe as I waited for his reaction.

      His knees were bent so his legs were pulled close to his chest, and he rested his arms on them, staring at the shelves of canned food ahead of us. He was so still that I didn’t even think he was blinking.

      “You were spying on us,” he finally said.

      “Yes.”

      There was no point in denying it.

      “Our engagement was a lie so you could steal information for the Greeks.”

      “No.” A lump formed in my throat, and I reached for him but pulled back, thinking better of it. “It wasn’t like that.”

      “Then what was it like?” He cut his gaze sharply to me, and my breath caught in my throat at the coldness in his eyes.

      “You left me.” Tears welled in my eyes, and they started flowing out at the memory of falling to my knees in the snow as Zane had disappeared into the forest. “You told me you loved me, and then you ran away from me.”

      “I wasn’t running from you,” he said. “I just couldn’t go back to the academy. But I knew you’d be safe there, so I left you with Blake and Nicole because I trusted them to take care of you.”

      “Don’t you think you could have told me?” I asked. “Talked to me about it first?”

      “There was no time,” he said. “Nicole and Blake were giving us zero privacy, and since they knew what I was by that point, there was no chance they were going to let us go off to have a private chat.”

      “You could have been honest with them,” I insisted. “They wouldn’t have forced you to stay with us.”

      “They could have attacked. And what would you have liked me to do then?” He stared at me in challenge, his cold gaze sending shivers down my spine.

      “You think you would have killed them,” I said flatly, knowing it was true.

      “I won’t lie to you, Summer,” he said. “If they tried to kill me, then yes, I’d defend myself. No matter how far I had to go to do it.”
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      The words sliced through my heart, even though I’d figured as much. It was why I’d kept Zane’s secret back in the woods for as long as I could.

      “I get it,” I said, since I wasn’t a hypocrite. His defending himself would have been no different from what had happened with me and Vera, when she’d forced my hand to kill her to keep myself alive.

      The dagger in my boot—the one I’d shoved through Vera’s heart—hummed with warmth, as if agreeing with my assessment.

      “I saved Blake for you,” Zane continued. “I revealed the truth of my identity to two major players in this upcoming war. What did you expect me to do afterward? Walk back with them into the sunset?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, because in that moment, all I’d been thinking about was doing what I could to keep Blake alive. “But I never thought you’d leave me there like that, with absolutely no explanation.”

      “I did what I thought was best at the time,” he said. “Leaving you tore me apart. The betrayed look on your face in that moment seared itself into my mind afterward, and I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it since. I should have gone about it another way. I’m sorry I didn’t.”

      “I understand,” I said, since in my heart, I’d already forgiven him after seeing him fighting that hydra so he could chase me down into the Underworld. He’d left me in those woods, but he was going to risk his life to go to me.

      Still, I appreciated his apology.

      Silence descended upon us for a few seconds.

      “I came to the academy to spy on the Greeks,” he finally said. “I understand that they wanted to do the same thing to us, and that you were the most logical candidate to send in. I just wish you’d trusted me with the truth when you got there. I would have protected you, no matter what.”

      “I wanted to tell you so badly,” I said. “But until I showed you the Oracle’s vision, you supported your uncle’s plan. What would you have done if I’d told you why I was truly there?”

      He paused for a moment, thinking. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I wouldn’t have turned you in. You are more important to me than anyone else on this planet. I’ll do anything to protect you. Always.”

      “I appreciate it,” I said. “Truly. But would you have let me give the information to the Greeks? Or would you have tried to get me to side with the immortals and kept me locked up until I did, like my father did to me in the Underworld?”

      He stiffened at the accusation.

      “As you know, until my uncle sent you to the Underworld, and until I saw the Oracle’s prophecy, I believed in the cause of the immortals. I won’t deny that I would have tried to get you to see our side of things,” he said, and when he looked back at me, determination gleamed in his eyes. “But I’d never do what Hades did to you. I’d never keep you locked up while you starved to death.”

      “You would have just let me give information to the Greeks?”

      “I would have tried to put a stop to it,” he said. “But I would never in a million years put you through the sort of torture you experienced in the Underworld. I would have done everything I could to make sure you were comfortable, happy, and safe. Even if that meant the two of us leaving the immortal village together. I swear it.”

      “I believe you,” I said, and while a part of me wanted to lean forward and kiss him to show him how much I believed him, it wasn’t the right time for it. “Thank you for your honesty.”

      “Always.”

      I played with the tips of my fingers, unsure what to say, and his gaze lowered to the soulmate ring on my finger.

      The ring that represented our engagement.

      “What do you want to do from here?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?” I had a good feeling about what he meant, but I didn’t want to make any assumptions.

      “You accepted my proposal, but it was under different circumstances. You were doing what you needed to do to gain the trust of me and my people.”

      “It wasn’t like that,” I said.

      “Then what was it like?”

      “You’re my soulmate,” I said, since above all else, I trusted the bond between us. The colors in the ring swirled more intensely, as if the love I felt for Zane was physically inside it. “There’s no one in this world or any other world who I want to spend the rest of my life with.”

      He let out a long breath, and I couldn’t believe he’d actually thought I’d want to be with anyone other than him.

      “Well,” he said, forcing a small smile. “I guess this makes us even.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “I was spying on your people at the academy. You were spying on mine in the village.”

      “Not like it lasted long,” I threw in, glad to have the opening to add some lightness to the conversation.

      “I was certainly a far better spy that you.” He reached for my hand, and every muscle in my body relaxed. I hadn’t realized how tense I’d been until that moment. “But I want us to make a promise to each other. Right here, right now.”

      I waited for him to continue, since I never made a promise without knowing the details of what was being asked of me. This applied to everyone—even my soulmate.

      “I want us to promise to never betray each other ever again,” he said. “No more lies, no more secrets. I love you, and we’re going to live out our immortal lives together. We have to trust each other fully. I know we’ve had a rough start, but if we can’t trust each other, then we’re going to be unhappy for the rest of our lives. And I never want to see you unhappy.”

      “We definitely had a rough start,” I said. “But I agree. No more secrets.”

      “Good.” He smiled, warmth finally shining through him for the first time since I’d confessed the truth. “And about the engagement—we don’t have to get married anytime soon. I’ll wait years for you. I’ll wait decades. We don’t even have to get married at all if you don’t want to. Our connection goes so much deeper than a signed piece of paper and a lavish celebration.”

      “If everything goes as planned, we’ll be king and queen of the immortals,” I said. “Don’t you think they’ll be more accepting of our rulership if we’re married?”

      “You’re thinking like a queen already.” He smirked. “I find that so incredibly hot.”

      “I find you so incredibly hot,” I teased, and the next thing I knew, he moved forward and kissed me. My heart fluttered, and I kissed him back, caught off-guard and loving it.

      “If we’re king and queen, then we make the rules,” he said when he pulled away. “Which means we don’t have to get married if you don’t want to.”

      “I want to,” I said, surprising myself as much as him. “Maybe not now. Maybe not in the next year. But eventually, I want to.”

      He smiled bigger than before, his eyes lighting up with joy. “You mean it?”

      “We just promised to always be honest with each other,” I reminded him. “So yes, I mean it. Truly.”

      “Good.” He kissed me again, and then his body was on mine, our clothes were off, and we finished what we’d begun when we’d first gotten into that makeshift bed.

      We’d keep the promise we’d made to each other. I knew it deep in my soul.

      Because Zane was mine, and I was his.

      Always.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, with the help of Blake’s fire magic and Zane’s ice magic to clear the snow off the roads, we drove across town to meet Abigail. It was only the three of us, since Kate and Nicole needed to stay back at the academy to watch out for everyone there.

      Abigail lived between two brick apartment buildings, her thick brown trunks strong and sturdy, her branches covered in snow. Warm, welcoming earth magic ebbed off her in waves, and I could feel the strength of her power as if I was swimming in it.

      Because Abigail was an ash tree. One of the biggest ones in the country, and she was hundreds of years old. She’d even won an award as the National Big Tree Champion.

      I’d thought Kate was kidding when she’d told us that part, but a simple internet search showed it was true.

      Once parked, the three of us got out of the car and headed toward the tree. The wind blew around my hair like wild, but it wasn’t as cuttingly freezing as I’d remembered from yesterday.

      “Is it just me, or is it warming up a bit?” I asked, surprised to find myself warm enough to unzip my outermost layer.

      Blake glanced down at his watch, then looked at me strangely. “It’s just you.”

      “I guess I’m adjusting to not living in Florida anymore.” I shrugged it off, then stopped walking and gazed up at the tree. “I thought it would be taller.”

      “What she doesn’t have in height, she makes up for in width.” Zane’s eyes danced in amusement, and my cheeks heated.

      I bit back a comment about how Zane wouldn’t know what it was like to be lacking in any areas, since he was perfectly proportioned. But there was no way I was saying anything of the sort in front of Blake.

      Blake smirked and made an amused noise anyway. “So, immortal prince,” he said to Zane, and then he gestured at the tree. “Do your thing.”

      “First, Summer has to do her thing,” he said.

      I nodded, then reached out with my earth magic, searching for the tool we needed. The tree’s magic was so strong that it was easy to find, and I walked to the spot near her side and pointed at the snow. “Right under there,” I said, and Zane walked over to join me.

      He held his hand over the snow, and it melted away, revealing a foot-long stick underneath it—one that had fallen from the tree.

      He picked it up to inspect it, and it looked like he was handling a magic wand. “This is perfect.”

      “You know I’ve got your back,” I said, smiling at him.

      Blake looked back and forth between us and shook his head. “I’m glad I’m leaving after this, because I don’t think I could survive being around this sickening cuteness for much longer.”

      “It can’t be that bad,” I said.

      “Oh, trust me. It’s that bad.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at the fact that for the first time since I’d met him, things actually felt good between me and Zane. So much that other people were noticing, too.

      Zane approached the tree, stick in hand, and started using it to draw giant shapes on the bark. Ancient runes. The outlines of the runes glowed ice blue as he drew them, as if he was slicing deep enough into the bark that the tree’s essence was shining through.

      I didn’t feel any shift in the tree’s earth magic, which I supposed was good, since it meant Zane wasn’t hurting her.

      Eventually, Zane stepped back, and a door formed on the tree’s trunk, reminding me of when my mom created doors on the walls of the shadow tunnels.

      Zane nudged the door with the stick, pushing it slightly open.

      Blake shivered, even though as a fire elemental, he shouldn’t be affected by cold. “Why do I feel like you just opened a portal to Hell?” he asked.

      “Because I kind of did.” Zane shrugged, like this was something he did on an everyday basis. “I’d say it’s safe… but you know what we’re up against.”

      “I do.” I walked up to Zane’s side and took his hand.

      “Are you ready?” he asked, his eyes serious.

      “I just got back from a month in the Underworld. I think I can handle going below a tree,” I said, even though it was far more complicated than that.

      Because Abigail wasn’t just any tree.

      As one of the largest ash trees in the country, she acted as a portal to the World Tree from Norse mythology. Not many people could use the portal, but as an immortal prince, Zane had a lot of tricks up his sleeve.

      I just prayed that our destination inside the tree gave us the information we needed. Especially since it was going to be harder than simply stepping through a portal to get there.

      “All right,” Zane said, and he used his hand that wasn’t holding mine to push the door fully open.

      The bright, blue light howled and swirled on the other side, opaque enough that I couldn’t see through it.

      A portal.

      It looked like it could eat us alive, and I took a small step back, not wanting to be sucked inside it.

      “Are you sure about this?” I asked.

      “I thought you said you could handle going below a tree,” he teased, his light tone easing my tension a bit.

      “Of course I can.” I straightened and took a deep breath, since turning back now wasn’t an option I wanted to take. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “Remember—don’t let go.”

      “I won’t.” I nodded to let him know I was ready, and then I closed my eyes, and together, we stepped through the portal.

      One moment the ground was beneath my feet, and the next, it was gone. My stomach flew up to my throat as we tumbled into nothingness. Smokey blue light glowed behind my closed lids, and the only thing I could feel was Zane’s hand in mine.

      Don’t let go, Zane’s words echoed in my mind, and I put all my focus into making sure we remained linked.

      Eventually, we landed on solid ground—far more lightly than we should have, given the speed we’d been falling.

      Our hands were still linked, and I was relieved to see that he was also uninjured.

      Once confirming that we were both okay, I looked around to get my bearings. We were sitting at the bottom of a hill, in what looked to be multiple rolling valleys. The sky was the medium-blue color of twilight, and it was totally clear—no clouds, and no pink hints of sunset. It reminded me of the Upside Down from Stranger Things, but without the pieces of ash floating in the air. And it was no longer cold—it was that perfect temperature where you didn’t feel the weather at all unless you were thinking about it. There wasn’t even the hint of a breeze.

      “This doesn’t look like we’re beneath a tree,” I finally said.

      “Because we’re not beneath it yet,” he said. “We’re in the space outside of it. The place in between worlds.”

      “I know that,” I said, since they’d explained it to me back at the academy. “I just thought we’d see the tree above us or something.”

      “Getting dropped off exactly at our final destination would be too easy.” He stood, pulling me up with him. “Follow me.”

      We hurried up to the top of the hill, and as we did, I began to see the top leaves of a tree over its crest.

      Once we reached the crest, I saw the tree in all its glory.

      This was the type of tree I’d expected when we’d gone to see Abigail.

      It towered up to the sky, and its leaves were bright green, with twinkling yellow lights that reminded me of giant Christmas ornaments hanging from its branches. Its trunk was thick, but the craziest thing about it was that the bottom of the trunk—the part that would normally be touching the ground—was floating in mid-air. Its many roots hung below it, looking like fingers digging their way into the dirt. The tree emanated power, and its roots stretched far and deep. I could feel their magic in the ground beneath my feet.

      To add to its magic, a moat of water streamed around the tree, as if it was a castle being guarded.

      “So that’s the World Tree,” I said, continuing to stare at it in awe.

      “Yggdrasil,” Zane said the official name of the tree, which was far more unique than Abigail.

      “It’s so peaceful.”

      But then, as if the world was playing a giant trick on me, a massive monster burst forth from the center of the tree’s leaves in less than a second.

      A dragon so huge that it made the hydra look like a baby. It flapped its wings to hover above the tree, and its gaze was laser focused on us, with a clear expression on its face.

      Get too close, and you’ll have to go through me.

      And we were about to do exactly that.
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      I cursed and reached for the handles of my swords. Both of them—because I had the sword given to me by Persephone, and Kate had given the Golden Sword of Athena back to me this morning before we’d left the academy. I kept Persephone’s sword on my left side, and Athena’s on my right, because my left hand was my dominant one and my connection to Persephone was far stronger than my connection to Athena.

      Zane had tried to warn me about the size of the dragon that guarded the World Tree, but nothing could have prepared me for this.

      “Stick to the plan.” Zane sounded far more confident than anyone had the right to be while looking in the eyes of a dragon dead set on attacking us.

      “Right,” I mumbled. “The plan.”

      I focused on the magic swirling inside of me, using my metal magic to connect with the swords in my hands and my earth magic to ground me. Even though I was a Greek stepping into Norse territory right now, this in-between place somehow made me feel stronger.

      Or maybe I was just coming into my own, and readying myself to kill this monster.

      With Zane’s help, I could do it.

      Because while this dragon was a monster, I was a goddess. I might be physically smaller, but the strength of my magic more than made up for my size.

      Feeling like I’d mentally hyped myself up as much as I could, I pulled at the handles of the swords and held them at the ready. Magic buzzed around the blades, so strong that it shimmered in the air. “Let’s get it over with and kill this thing,” I said.

      “That’s the sort of attitude I like to hear.” Zane beamed, like I’d just passed some sort of test. “Start walking whenever you’re ready. I’ll be here by your side the entire time.”

      Keeping focused on the dragon’s fiery gaze, I started walking forward. As promised, Zane was next to me every step of the way.

      The dragon’s wings flapped, and it hovered higher in the air and opened its mouth, releasing a stream of fire.

      The fire dissipated in the air, but it was clearly another warning.

      Stop walking, or else.

      I continued going forward.

      The dragon roared again.

      Then, apparently realizing we weren’t stopping, it started flapping its wings harder and made its way toward us.

      A million curse words echoed in my head, and I felt like I couldn’t move.

      “Now is not the time to freeze,” Zane said, snapping me back into focus. “We’ve got this.”

      He gathered his magic into a giant ice ball and shot it toward the dragon, meeting a stream of the dragon’s fire mid-air. They exploded into a mix of blue and orange light, cancelling each other out.

      The dragon roared again, so loud that the air vibrated around me.

      I dug deep inside myself and connected to the ground with my earth magic, feeling the maze of roots that were wound up in the dirt.

      The dragon was approaching fast. Any closer, and those streams of fire would be able to reach us.

      Needing to use my dominant hand for this part, I shoved Persephone’s sword back into its sheathe, held out my left hand, and pulled the calming earth magic up from the ground and through my body. It exploded from my palm, the ground cracked open a few feet ahead, and the tree’s thick, winding roots pushed their ways out of the ground.

      The dragon slowed.

      I’d startled it.

      Good.

      Using the few seconds of delay to my advantage, I pulled the roots up higher with my magic and wound them around the dragon’s ankles, tightening them as much as I could.

      The dragon tried to fly up to escape, but the roots were like cuffs around his ankles, holding him back. He couldn’t get more than twenty feet off the ground. He roared and released more fire, but I held my sword up to block the blaze, like I’d done against the hydra.

      “Its eyes!” I screamed to Zane. “Now!”

      The dragon roared twice more, and the blaze of fire around me stopped.

      Feeling safer, I lowered my sword and moved to the side.

      The dragon was still flapping its wings to stay as airborne as he could, although he was more off balance than before. Because there were dark holes in the places his eyes had been.

      Zane had used his magic to shoot icicles through the dragon’s eyes. There was water below them, but it wasn’t tears.

      It was melted ice.

      The dragon whipped its head back and forth to search for us, which was clearly futile, given the fact that it couldn’t see. So it roared another blast of flames, although this one wasn’t anywhere near our vicinity.

      Circles of grass around us were burnt to a crisp, and it smelled like a campfire on a warm night.

      The dragon had missed big time.

      Now, it was my turn.

      Gathering my magic, I threw my swords toward the dragon, aiming one at each wing and slicing through them as if they were crepe paper. I sliced again and again, until the dragon couldn’t flap its wings anymore, and it collapsed in a heap to the ground.

      Zane hurried toward it, sword in hand.

      My swords were inches away from returning to my hands when something soared down from the sky, and what felt like knives stabbed through my shoulders.

      Fiery pain blazed down my body, and my swords fell to the ground as I was pulled up into the sky. The pain was so intense that it was nearly blinding me. I heard myself screaming, and Zane screamed my name as well. But I was soaring through the sky, my shoulders on fire, my swords getting farther and farther away.

      No.

      I needed those swords.

      So I grunted through the searing pain, reached out to the swords with my magic, and called them into my palms. My magic was weak at first, but I pushed through, and just when I thought I was up too high to latch onto the swords, they flew up into the air and into my hands.

      I used that moment to look up and see what had plucked me off the ground.

      A giant eagle that was easily twice the size as me.

      And the knives going through my shoulders were its claws.
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      The tree passed below us, and the eagle flew past it, traveling away from where we’d left Zane with the dragon. We must have been soaring a hundred feet over the ground, and fear swirled in my stomach about where it might be taking me.

      The temptation to use my swords to stab the eagle from its underside was strong. But if I killed it this high in the air, then I’d fall a hundred feet to the ground. And even though I couldn’t die, I could get just as injured as anyone else.

      The image of my broken, twisted body splattered on the grass passed through my mind, and I shuddered at the thought. Especially because I wouldn’t be able to find Zane and get to the tree if I couldn’t walk. He’d be able to heal me with his blood, but who knew how long it would be until he found me.

      So, instead of stabbing the eagle to death, I reached up with both arms, screaming through the pain in my shoulders, and sliced its sides with my swords. Not deep enough to kill, but enough to injure.

      The eagle’s shrieking squawk attacked my ears, and its grip on my shoulders loosened. Not enough to drop me, but enough to give my arms more mobility, as long as I breathed through the pain.

      We started descending.

      But the eagle kept flapping its wings, eventually leveling out our altitude again.

      I needed to do better.

      So, I sheathed Persephone’s sword, grabbed the eagle’s leg, and sliced the spot where its wing met its body with the Golden Sword. Just on its left side—even though we weren’t flying quite as high as before, we were still up enough that I wouldn’t want to test if I could survive the fall. Which was why I was holding onto its leg. Because if the eagle lost its hold on me, at least I’d have my hold on it.

      The bird squawked again.

      Its talons released, and warm blood flowed down from the holes in my shoulders, but I kept my grip firm around its leg as it swerved down like a plane about to crash.

      The ground was coming up towards us at a speed way too quick to allow for an injury free landing.

      Crap.

      I needed a parachute, and clearly that wasn’t happening.

      But I could use my mind to levitate my swords.

      So why not…

      In one quick motion, I let go of the eagle’s leg and unsheathed my other sword. My stomach swooped as I started falling, and in the second before I would have collided with the ground, I threw all the energy I had left into connecting with the metal of both swords.

      Stay in the air, I thought, and suddenly, I was floating. My arms were raised above my head, my fingers gripping the handles, and the tips of the swords pointing toward the sky. They were controlling my fall like a hang glider.

      Easily figuring out how to control my descent, I floated down to the ground and landed gently on my feet.

      The eagle lay ahead. Its injured wing was crushed under its body, and it wasn’t moving.

      I almost felt bad for hurting the animal, until I was suddenly aware of the warm wetness on my shoulders from where its talons had dug into my skin.

      My shoulders throbbed with pain. I was so lightheaded that the world was spinning around me, and all I wanted to do was sit on the ground for a few minutes. Maybe I could connect with the earth, and it could help heal the wounds? I’d never heard of it being able to do that before, but as Kate was fond of saying, there was always a first time for everything.

      But I couldn’t sit there and do nothing. The eagle looked dead, but I needed to make sure. The last thing I needed was to find out it had accelerated healing powers, and for it to try to abduct me again, to who on Earth knows where it was trying to take me.

      So, using my swords as walking sticks, I pushed my way up off the ground and headed toward the eagle.

      Its wing facing the sky twitched.

      Not dead.

      I hated the thought of killing a bird that was laying there injured and barely alive. It looked so weak and helpless.

      It’s not weak and helpless, I reminded myself. Because if not for my magic and quick thinking, I’d be halfway to who knows where right now, instead of on the opposite side of the tree where Zane and I had fought the dragon.

      I needed to do what was necessary to increase my chance of successfully completing this mission.

      But I didn’t need to make it any more painful than it needed to be.

      So, I used my foot to roll the eagle onto its back, which took a decent amount of energy, given that the bird was over twice my size.

      Then I brought my sword down on its neck and gave it a clean slice.

      Blood poured out of the wound.

      The eagle’s eyes went dead.

      The moment when Vera’s eyes went dead flashed through my mind, and digust with myself rolled through me. Because I was a killer. Everything I’d done had been to protect myself, but I wished it didn’t have to be this way.

      I wanted to be more like my mom and Persephone, who were peaceful goddesses. Yet, here I was, dealing with death on what felt like a regular basis.

      Again, it was another reminder that I took after my terrible dad.

      With that taken care of, my head felt fuzzy, and the throbbing pain in my shoulders yanked me out of my thoughts. I sat down and leaned against the eagle’s body, placed my hand on one of the wounds on my shoulder, and examined it. My top was soaked with more blood, and while the wounds were smaller than they’d been before, it was difficult to keep my head up, or even prop myself up. It was like the adrenaline that had taken over when I’d killed the eagle had worn off, leaving me with an empty tank.

      I needed to get up. I needed to get back to Zane.

      But my legs were jelly. My head was heavy. My sword with the blood covered blade lay on the ground next to me, and I wasn’t sure when I’d let go of it.

      The darkness started creeping in, and I did everything I could to fight it. Because I needed to protect myself. I couldn’t do that if I was passed out. I couldn’t leave myself vulnerable like that, to be easy prey for whatever monster attacked next.

      Then, a familiar face came running up the hill.

      Zane.

      Please don’t be a hallucination, I thought as my eyes forced themselves closed, pulling me down into the darkness of sleep.
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      I came to with my head cradled in someone’s warm lap.

      I cracked my eyes open, and relief filled me at the sight of Zane’s blue eyes gazing down at me. Not lovingly, but detached. Like he’d left his body as he sat here with me, waiting for me to come to.

      My shoulders still throbbed. Not as badly as before, but the injuries were still there.

      “Heal me.” My voice was so low and scratchy that I barely recognized it.

      “Your wounds are improving.” He gently touched one of the puncture wounds on my shoulder, inspecting it. “You heal much faster than a demigod.”

      Obviously, I thought. Since I’m a goddess—not a demigod.

      But speaking took energy, and I didn’t want to expend more than necessary. Especially since Zane already knew this information.

      He reached down for a strand of my hair and twirled it around his finger, studying me. “You’re very beautiful,” he observed, as if he was seeing me for the first time.

      “You’re really going to throw compliments at me when you should be giving me your blood?” I asked.

      He smirked, then leaned over me so his lips hovered over mine. “Are you already getting tired of being complimented by your soulmate?” he asked, and he licked his lips like it was some sort of challenge.

      Unease filled me.

      I tried to push myself up, but before I could, he hopped around me so his body hovered over mine, somehow keeping his hand cupped around my cheek the entire time.

      His hand was so warm.

      Even though the pain was subsiding as my body gradually healed itself, maybe I’d lost so much blood that I was cold.

      “Zane,” I said, confused about what he was doing.

      He pressed his lips to mine before I could ask, hard and urgent, his tongue forcing my lips open as if he was desperate for a taste of me.

      With his body pressed so firmly against mine, I felt how much he needed me in this moment.

      Did he really find the fact that I was laying here weak and injured to be a turn on?

      This wasn’t right.

      I squirmed under him, using my palms to gently push him off me.

      He gazed down at me, confused. “What’s wrong?” he asked, and he moved closer to kiss me again, but I stopped him.

      “Why won’t you heal me?”

      He sat up and pressed his fingers to his forehead, deep in thought, and leaned against the eagle’s corpse.

      I pushed myself up as well, but I didn’t lean against the eagle. Yes, I’d done so when I was barely unable to hold myself up before, but I felt like the bird deserved more respect than that, despite its attempt to snatch me away to heaven knows where.

      “About that. There’s something I haven’t told you yet.” He gazed out at the horizon, like he was gathering up the courage to say whatever he was going to next, then returned his focus to me. “I can’t heal you.”

      My mind immediately went to the worst. “Are you okay?” I asked, looking him over to check for injuries.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “But my magic doesn’t work the same in the in-between. I didn’t want to tell you before because I didn’t want to scare you. The truth is that while I can use my elemental magic, my blood magic isn’t accessible here.”

      I backed away from him, immediately on guard.

      This was really, really wrong.

      “We don’t keep anything from each other,” I said calmly, looking deep into his eyes to see his reaction.

      “I didn’t want to worry you,” he said with a shrug. “But your wounds are healing at an accelerated rate. So, how about we rest here and enjoy each other’s company while we wait?” He scooted closer to me, placed his hand on the upper part of my thigh, and licked his lips again.

      I flinched away and glared at him. “You’re not Zane,” I said simply.

      He tilted his head, studying me with amusement dancing in his eyes. “Did you hit your head when you fell from the sky?”

      “No.”

      “Then I don’t understand…”

      “You understand perfectly,” I said. “Loki.”

      His lips slowly turned upward into a grin, and he threw back his head and laughed. “Impressive,” he said. “That didn’t take you long at all.”

      The air shimmered around him, and he changed back into the man I’d seen at the top of that mountain a few days ago. Slender, with slick dark hair and pinprick black eyes that looked poisonous to the soul.

      I narrowed my eyes at him, staying completely still. I didn’t want to risk any sudden movements that might set him off.

      “Where’s Zane?” I asked, doing my absolute best to remain calm.

      “Your lover is absolutely fine.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Why should I trust you?”

      “You absolutely shouldn’t.” He grinned, as if he was amusing himself.

      Ugh.

      I needed to change tactics. Because while Loki might not give me information about others, maybe he’d be willing to share some about his favorite person—himself.

      “What do you want?” I asked instead.

      “I want to know what you’re doing here,” he said, as if it should have been obvious.

      “And why should I tell you?”

      He stood up, walked around the eagle’s corpse, and pulled out Thor’s Hammer.

      How had I not felt its energy until now? It had to be because of my injuries. And maybe because I already had two strong weapons by my side. Persephone’s sword was still sheathed on my belt, but Athena’s Golden Sword was on the ground. I snatched it up immediately, unsure why Loki hadn’t taken it while he’d had his shot.

      “Why didn’t you take my weapons?” I asked, since he easily could have while I’d been unconscious.

      “And then what?” He prowled around me, like a cat eying its prey. “Leave you here to die?”

      “You could have.”

      Except he didn’t know that I couldn’t die. He didn’t know I was a goddess.

      And I certainly had no intention of telling him.

      “What would be the fun of that?” He raised the hammer victoriously in the air, even though I had no idea what he was celebrating. A bolt of lightning struck it from the sky, and its electricity wound itself around the head of the hammer, crackling and sparking like crazy.

      “You wanted me to see that you still had the hammer,” I realized. “To taunt me with it.”

      “Good job,” he said. “I’ve always known I liked you.”

      “Your feelings are one-sided.” I reached for Persephone’s sword, ready to fight.

      But before I could, Loki bolted out of the way and ran away from the tree, disappearing over the hill near the horizon.

      It was tempting to run after him. But while my wounds were healing, I didn’t want to irritate them and slow down their progress. Besides, Loki wasn’t my prime concern right now. He was a nuisance, but he didn’t seem to want to cause me harm.

      In fact, he’d seemed to want to enjoy his time with me.

      I shuddered at the memory of his lips on mine, his tongue forcing its way into my mouth. I wiped at my lips, as if that could wipe away the memory, but it didn’t make a difference. I felt so incredibly violated.

      How far would he have gone if I hadn’t figured out his identity?

      I knew the answer, but thinking about it made me feel sick.

      I was just glad it hadn’t come to that.

      Now I needed to find Zane. The real Zane. He shouldn’t have had a problem finishing off the dragon, since it had been nearly dead when the eagle had grabbed me. And he’d seen the direction the eagle was flying.

      He’d also seen the bolt of lightning come down from the sky.

      Which meant he knew something was going on over here.

      I needed to stay put. It was harder to find someone if both people were running around looking, so unless there was immediate danger nearby, the best way to allow someone to find you was to remain where you were. It was one of the more important lessons that had been drilled into us at the academy.

      I waited for what felt like nearly an hour, and the more time that passed, the more dread swirled in my stomach.

      Zane should have had no problem defeating the dragon, given the condition it had been when I’d gotten abducted. But what if I was wrong? Or what if something else had happened to him? I had no idea how long I’d been passed out—the sky in this in-between place was the same murky twilight color that it had been when we’d arrived.

      How long should I wait until trying to find him?

      I was trying to figure it out when someone came running up the hill.

      Zane.

      He picked up speed when he saw me, and before I knew it, he was by my side, wrapping his arms around me and holding me close.

      I melted into him, knowing deep in my heart that this wasn’t another trick.

      “You’re injured.” He took his dagger, sliced his wrist, and held it to my lips.

      I pulled his arm toward me greedily, drinking the blood as if I was a vampire who’d been starved for days. Its warmth flowed down my throat, filling me up, and the pain in my shoulders disappeared.

      “Summer,” he murmured in my ear. “That’s enough.”

      Of course—he needed blood for himself. “Sorry.” I pulled away and gazed up at him, my heart leaping into my throat. “It’s really you.”

      “Who else would it be?” he asked, sounding vaguely amused.

      Quickly, I recounted what had happened with Loki.

      He stood, dagger in hand, and cursed. “Where is he?” he growled, like an animal ready to attack its prey.

      “He’s gone.” I reached for his arm to help him calm down, but he remained tense.

      “I want to kill him for what he did.”

      “Me and you both. But we have more important things to do right now.” I focused on the tree, its orbs of light the only bright spots in this wretched place.

      His gaze followed mine. “We do,” he said. “But once we’re done with all of this, I’m going to kill him.”

      “We’ll deal with him when the time comes.” I stood, and Zane did as well, the murderous look still in his eyes. “Are you ready?”

      He glared at the hill where Loki had disappeared, then re-focused on me. “More than ever,” he said, and then he took my hand, and together, we made our way to the tree.
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      The tree seemed to grow larger as we approached. Its trunk was larger than a house, and it towered over us, its branches appearing to go all the way to the sky.

      Eventually, we reached the moat of water around it and stopped. The water was such a bright blue that it was nearly phosphorescent, and glowing globs that looked like jellyfish swam around inside it.

      “Wow.” I gazed up at the tree in wonder. It looked like it could house faeries, and it was beyond out of place in this bleak landscape. “It’s beautiful.”

      “It is.” Zane raised his arm, aimed his magic at the water, and a path of ice froze over it. He strolled over to it and stepped onto it, and I held my breath, bracing myself for the worst.

      But of course, it remained solid.

      He held his hand out for me to take. “Do you trust me?” he asked, which was exactly what he’d asked back at the lake in the academy when he’d wanted to take me out on the boat.

      I’d said no then.

      And I didn’t intend on making the same mistake twice.

      “Yes.” I smiled and reached for his hand, allowing him to lead me along the ice path to the other side of the moat.

      I kept my steps light as we crossed the ice bridge, focusing on not slipping. At one point I almost did, but Zane kept his strong hold on me, and we made it safely across.

      Once our feet hit the land on the other side of the moat, two silvery animals walked out from the bottom of the tree, where its roots met with the ground. Stags. They were semitransparent, like ghosts, and they sparkled under the faerie lights. The horns coming out of their heads must have been two feet tall, and their shapes resembled tree branches.

      My hand immediately went for the handle of Persephone’s sword.

      Zane held his arm out in front of me to stop me from moving forward. “The stags are peaceful animals,” he said. “They only emerge to offer help.”

      “What kind of help?” After the dragon and the eagle, I couldn’t help but be skeptical.

      “Release your hold on your sword.” He spoke slow and steadily, as if afraid of startling the stags.

      I did as he’d asked.

      The stags took a few slow steps forward. They looked as wary of us as we likely looked to them. Finally, they stopped in front of us. They were about twice my height, not including their horns. Far larger than any horse I’d ever seen.

      Zane made no sudden movements, and neither did I.

      “Hello,” he said, looking each of them in the eyes. “We’re here to speak with Mimir. There’s war brewing above, and we wish to bring peace to the world. He’s the best chance we have at finding the answers we need to accomplish our goal.”

      The stag’s steely gaze remained fixed on Zane. The other’s was locked on mine.

      Just like Zane, I stood strong and still, not backing down, but also not wanting to appear like a threat. And I kept my hands as far from my swords as possible.

      The stag across from me walked closer, lowered its head, and pressed its nose against my forehead. It was ice cold, and shivers ran up and down my spine, as if the stag’s aura was curling and twisting its way through my soul.

      I remained silent, but a glance out of the side of my eye showed that the stag across from Zane was doing the same to him.

      Finally, after the stag’s spirit felt like it had explored every inch of me, it stepped back, kneeled all four of its legs, and settled onto the ground.

      Zane’s stag mirrored the movements of mine.

      Mine moved its head slowly, motioning toward his back.

      “Does he want us to get on?” I asked Zane.

      “Yes.” He walked carefully to stand next to his stag, rested his hand on its side, and gracefully hopped up, situating himself on its back.

      My stag watched me, waiting.

      I’d never ridden a horse before, let alone a supernatural, ghost-like stag. But I supposed there was no time like the present.

      Copying Zane’s movements, I made my way to the stag’s side and pressed my hand to its side. It was cold, and small curls of silver magic threaded their way around my hand. Somehow, the animal was both a ghost and solid at the same time.

      Not wanting to overthink it, I hoisted myself onto the stag’s back. I wasn’t nearly as graceful as Zane, but I managed.

      Apparently pleased with me, the stag lifted himself off the ground to stand up.

      I held onto his horns for dear life. The parts of them closest to me easily passed as handles, and relief filled me when the animal didn’t try to throw me off his back.

      At the same time, both stags turned around, headed toward the tree, and passed through an opening of its roots, as if walking through a magical door. The earth magic from the roots called out to me, their energy filling me up until I felt like I was part of the tree.

      Under this magnificent tree, I felt safer than I’d felt in a long, long time—even though it was Norse and not Greek. And the space we’d entered was far larger than it looked from the outside. Like the outside of the tree, twinkling lights that reminded me of fireflies lit up the walls and ceiling. I couldn’t even see a ceiling—it was just an endless array of stars. Looking up was like gazing into the sky on a cloudless night.

      The air felt and smelled humid, and water bubbled somewhere below, although I couldn’t pinpoint where it was coming from.

      The stags continued walking, stopping at the start of circular stairs and lowering themselves back down.

      I took the cue and jumped off mine’s back.

      Zane did the same.

      Feeling brave, I gently laid my hand on the side of the stag’s neck. “Thank you for your trust,” I said, quietly enough to not startle him.

      He nudged into my hand, as if saying he was glad to do it.

      And then, as quickly as they’d appeared, both stags ran off, fading and disappearing into the darkness.

      “Wow,” I said once they were gone. “That was amazing.”

      “The deepest parts of the tree welcome those who have made it across the river, and who don’t wish to bring it harm,” he said.

      “And it doesn’t care that we killed its dragon and eagle?”

      “It cares that we’re not weak. Only those who are strong with good intentions make it this far.”

      “Which means we don’t have to worry about Loki following us in here.”

      Disgust rolled through me as I remembered Loki’s lips on mine.

      Zane must have seen my reaction, because he pulled me close, tangled his fingers through my hair, and kissed me so softly and lovingly that it erased all memories of before. Right now, it was only me and Zane, in a safe haven surrounded by the stars.

      I wanted to imprint this moment in my mind for forever. It was so tempting to melt into Zane’s touch and forget about everything we’d come here to do.

      But time wasn’t on our side. So, somehow, I pulled away and gazed into his ice blue eyes.

      “I love you,” I said, and he took a sharp breath inward, as if surprised by my words. “What’s wrong?”

      “You rarely say it first,” he said. “I’m glad you did.”

      My breathing stilled, but I stepped back. Because if I didn’t rein in my emotions now, it wouldn’t be long until Zane and I would find ourselves on the floor, tangled together until we wouldn’t know where one of us ended and the other began.

      I looked away from him, snapping myself out of it. “I guess we have to go down those stairs?”

      They spiraled down for what seemed to be eternity, with no handrail to hold on to. They were so narrow that we’d have to walk single file.

      “We’re going to a well,” he said. “So yes, it makes sense to go down the stairs. I’ll go first. You follow right behind.”

      “Deal,” I said, following closely behind him as he took his first step down the spiraling stairs.
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      The twinkling lights continued to line the walls, so we didn’t have to walk into total darkness. And as we made our way down, the sound of the bubbling spring grew louder and louder.

      Eventually, we hit the bottom of the stairs.

      The space was about half the size of the gym where we trained at the academy. A giant well sat in the center of it—the circular type with stones walls, a thatched roof, and a bucket in the center. The bucket looked large enough to hold four people, and blue light glowed from somewhere in the below.

      I hesitantly walked toward it, Zane by my side, and leaned over the edge of the stone wall to try to see to the bottom.

      A glowing stream flowed in a large cave, seeming to be the only source of light below.

      “I guess we get in the bucket?” I asked. There seemed to be enough rope wrapped around wooden beam above to bring us all the way down. And luckily, the rope didn’t appear to be fraying.

      “Guess so.” Zane climbed onto the stone wall and hopped into the bucket.

      I held my breath, relieved when the bucket didn’t break.

      “You could have warned me before doing that,” I said.

      “I needed to go first to make sure it was safe.”

      “You didn’t need to. But I appreciate it.”

      As much as I didn’t need to be protected, I got all warm and fuzzy every time Zane did it anyway.

      “You want to hop in?” he asked.

      Like he’d done, I climbed over the stones and sat on top of them. But I swung my legs over to the other side, wanting to be careful.

      He reached for my hips and helped me into the bucket, his face nearly brushing mine in the process, taking my breath away.

      Not again, I reminded myself, backing away slightly. Because now wasn’t the time to get lost in Zane’s touch.

      But it would be a nice reward for after we finished the mission.

      The rope was attached to the beam by a pulley, and Zane used it to lower us slowly down. The cave was circular, like a giant tube, and the rocks inside it hummed with nearly as much energy as the tree. The air smelled wet, and it was like we were descending into another dimension.

      The bucket stopped a few inches above the stream, the rope having come to the end of its reach.

      I hopped out onto the ground next to the bubbling water, and now that I had my footing, I looked in both directions. The paths went farther into the distance than I could see, the stream carving a path through the middle of them.

      “Which way?” I asked.

      “The direction the water’s flowing seems a good bet,” he said. “It should eventually lead us to a pond or lake.”

      “Sounds like as good of a reason as anything,” I said.

      We kept walking along the side of the winding stream, and the cave grew larger, until the water emptied out into a lake that glowed as brightly as the water running into it.

      A stone cottage with a thatched roof sat on the opposite side of the lake, looking like it had come straight out of a fairy tale.

      “Bingo,” Zane said.

      “That’s where Mimir lives?” I asked.

      “From the whispers I’ve heard about him, yes.”

      We walked around the lake until we reached the cottage, then walked up the two steps that led to the doorstep. I half expected Mimir to know we were there and open the door, but all was quiet.

      “Do we just knock?” I asked.

      “I’ve never been to Mimir’s well before, but that seems like a good bet.”

      He rapped on his door, and at first there was nothing. But then, someone shuffled inside. The footsteps grew closer, and the door opened, revealing a man with long silvery hair wearing a brown robe. The wrinkles on his face made him look old, yet his robe was open in the front, showing off his chiseled six pack. It was like his head didn’t belong on his body—like he’d been Frankensteined together.

      He stared at us, saying nothing.

      “Hi.” I shuffled on my feet, feeling as awkward as ever. “I’m Summer. This is Zane. Are you Mimir?”

      “I am.”

      I swallowed to push down my nerves. “We’ve come to ask you a question.”

      He didn’t move out of the doorway.

      I braced myself for him to slam the door in our faces.

      “That’s the only reason visitors come this way,” he finally said. “I’ll listen to your question. From there, I’ll decide if the sacrifice you’re willing to make is deserving of an answer.”

      The sacrifice.

      We’d come prepared that he’d ask. According to the ancient texts, Odin had given his eye for Mimir’s divine wisdom.

      Since we weren’t asking for anything nearly as intense, we hoped Mimir wouldn’t expect such a huge sacrifice in return.

      “We want to know the location of the Flaming Sword, and how to get there.” I squared my shoulders and kept my gaze locked on his, wanting him to see that I wasn’t going to be a pushover.

      Instead of answering, Mimir walked past us and approached the lake. He lowered himself to his knees, cupped his hands into the water, and raised them to his mouth to take a sip.

      He remained there for a few seconds, staring into the glowing lake.

      Finally, he stood and turned back around to face us.

      “You want to kill the immortal king,” he said as a statement, not a fact.

      “Yes.” I saw no reason to hide our motive.

      “Very interesting.” His sized me up. “What are you willing to give me in return?”

      “This.” I reached for the handle of the sword on my right side and unsheathed it, showing it off to him. I hadn’t even taken a second to choose between the swords. I’d simply gone for the one that I could bear to part with. “The Golden Sword of Athena.”

      “A powerful sword in exchange for information about another powerful sword.” Mimir nodded thoughtfully. “A fair trade.”

      “Do you accept the offer?”

      I held my breath as I waited for his answer.

      “Yes.”

      Relief filled me, and I closed the distance between us and handed over the sword. Its magic clung to me, like it was crying with abandonment, and tears of loss welled in my throat. I knew it was a sword and not a person, but it had been there for me on my journey up the Immortal Mountains, and I’d grown attached to it.

      I wrapped my fingers around the handle of Persephone’s sword for comfort. It helped, but only slightly.

      During the exchange, Zane had taken out his dagger. He stepped closer to me, threat gleaming in his eyes as he focused on Mimir. “Now, answer our question,” he said.

      “I’m a man of my word. There’s no need to threaten me,” Mimir said, although he kept the Golden Sword in his hand, as if he was ready to fight. “The Flaming Sword is in the World of Fire. As the World of Fire is the Norse realm of the dead, the only way to access it is to die or portal there with the king of the Underworld, from the Underworld. Which I doubt will be much of a problem for the daughter of Hades and Persephone.”

      “So, the portal can only be opened by the king of the Underworld,” I said. “Not the queen.”

      “Correct,” Mimir said.

      They really needed to bring more equality into that place.

      “How do you know Summer’s heritage?” Zane asked.

      “I am Mimir,” he said. “There’s a reason why those in need of answers journey here to ask me questions that can’t be answered by anyone else. But don’t worry. I have no reason to share your secret.”

      “Unless someone comes along offering to trade you for an answer,” I pointed out.

      “Few ever make it this far. Even fewer are willing to make an acceptable sacrifice in return.”

      I didn’t feel great about that answer, but it wasn’t like I could do anything about it now other than pray that no one came around to ask about me.

      “Do you need anything else?” Mimir asked.

      “That’s all.”

      “Very well. I wish you a safe journey, wherever it takes you.” He walked past us with the Golden Sword, barely acknowledging us, and closed the door behind him.

      I stared forlornly at the door. The Golden Sword was no longer mine. It was almost like I was missing a limb where it had once hung on my waist.

      “All of that, just to be told to go back to the Underworld.” My mind was already spinning as I contemplated how to get Hades to help me, given that we hadn’t exactly hit it off the last time I was there.

      Zane said nothing.

      I focused on him, surprised to see that his eyes were glazed over, as if he felt even more defeated than I did.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Even if your mom is willing to bring me with you to the Underworld, I can’t go with you to the World of Fire,” he said simply.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s the realm of the fire immortals. Stepping inside its borders will burn me to a crisp.”

      “Oh.” I frowned. “Is there any way around that?”

      “No.”

      “So, you’re saying I have to go into the World of Fire myself.”

      “You’re not going to the World of Fire at all,” he said.

      I stared at him like he’d gone nuts. “Didn’t you just hear Mimir? We have to go to the World of Fire. It’s the only way to get the Flaming Sword.”

      “You’re not going to be able to get to the World of Fire if Hades locks you in that room again. And then all of this will have been for nothing.”

      “Persephone convinced him to let me go,” I said. “He knows I’ll never warm up to him if he locks me in there again. If he wants me to be in his life at all, then he’ll do this for me.”

      At least, I hoped he would.

      “We need that sword,” I continued. “If we want to stop this war, then I have to get Hades to listen to me. I’m the only one he might be willing to do this favor for.”

      “We got the information we need,” he said sharply, as if he’d already decided what we were going to do. “We’ll pass what we learned on to Kate. If anyone can find a loophole to get around the rules, it’s her.”

      “Maybe,” I said, since I didn’t want to start a fight with him right now. Especially since after speaking with Mimir, I was convinced that sending me into the World of Fire was the most efficient way to get the Flaming Sword.

      Plus, as Hades had told me, the Underworld was my realm. If he truly wanted me to warm up to him, helping me with this task would the perfect way to do that.

      Because I was going to return with that sword.

      And then, I was going to use it to take down the immortal king once and for all.
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      Zane and I left the same way we’d entered, although this time we pulled ourselves up in the bucket instead of down.

      The entire time, I was praying for it not to break.

      Zane had barely been able to meet my eyes since our argument outside of Mimir’s cottage. He knew I was going to get that sword no matter what, and that at the end of the day, there was nothing he could do to stop me.

      We reached the top of the well and climbed out, and I reached for Zane’s hand, forcing him to look at me.

      “I can do this,” I said. “I’m the princess of the Underworld. Hades wants me to trust him. This task is meant for me.”

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he walked to the stick we’d place on the ground when we’d entered the tree and used it to draw runes on the wall.

      Just like earlier, the runes glowed and turned into a door.

      He opened it and motioned to me to walk through first, clearly not wanting to talk. The tension between us was thick in the air, and all I wanted was for it to disappear. But I knew it wouldn’t. Not until I returned from the Underworld with that sword.

      As I passed him, my arm brushed his, and tingles traveled from my skin to my heart.

      If he felt it, he didn’t show it. It was like he was made of stone. Like he was shutting off his emotions, because if he didn’t, he would snap.

      Once we were back at the academy, we’d discuss it further and talk it out with the others. For now, there was nothing I could say to make it better, so I stayed silent.

      The door led to where we’d entered through Abigail, and as promised, Blake was waiting for us in the car.

      We let ourselves in and got situated.

      “So,” he said. “How did it go?”

      “We know how to find the sword,” I said, and for the rest of the car ride, I looped him in on what had happened on our journey. He looked troubled when I told him that I’d traded the Golden Sword for that information, but he kept his opinion to himself.

      “Maybe Kate knows another way to get to the World of Fire,” Zane said what he’d told me earlier. “There has to be a better way.”

      “Maybe,” Blake said. “But the snow is getting worse. More and more people in the region are losing power. The death count is climbing each day. We have to get that sword, and quickly. If Hades is willing to do this for Summer—and that’s a big if—there’s no way he’ll sit back and let her die. She’s the most logical person to do this.”

      “Exactly,” I said, glad that Blake supported the plan.

      We continued the rest of the drive in silence, and I could practically feel Zane’s burning gaze through the back of my seat.

      It didn’t take long to get back to the academy, and like before, we entered through the back of the dining hall. Kate had a scroll rolled out on the longest table, her forehead scrunched in a way that made it clear she was desperately trying to make sense of whatever she was reading.

      “You’re back.” She breathed out a sigh of relief, then looked to the sword strapped to my side. “You sacrificed the Golden Sword.”

      “A sword for a sword,” I said.

      “It makes sense,” she said, although she looked sad when she said it. “I take it that this means you got the information about how to find the Flaming Sword?”

      “I did,” I said, and I recounted the entire story from there. “We have to get my mom here. She’s the only one who can lead me through the tunnels to the Underworld.”

      “What’s to say that Hades won’t lock you away like he did before?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” Zane cut in.

      “That’s not true,” I said. “Persephone convinced him to let me go, and she loves him even more for it. He won’t risk losing her affection again. And he wants me to choose to live in the Underworld. If I pretend to want to learn more about the Underworld in the possibility of stepping into my role as its princess, maybe Hades will be accommodating and help me with this task.”

      “You can’t know that for sure,” Zane said.

      “You’re right. I can’t. But if I don’t try, then the Oracle’s prophecy will come true. And I refuse to let that happen.”

      No one in the room fought me on it.

      “So that’s it?” Zane glared angrily at the three of them. “You’re just going to send Summer to the Underworld in the hope that Hades will do this favor for her, despite everything he did to her there?”

      “Hades is a relatively logical god,” Nicole said. “Blake and I discovered it years ago, when we journeyed to the Underworld and he let us speak with the Oracle. And he craves Summer’s acceptance. She’s the only one out of all of us that he might listen to.”

      “It’s the best plan we’ve got,” Kate said, and Blake nodded in agreement.

      Zane said nothing.

      “I’m going to be okay.” I reached for him, but he moved away, and my heart broke. “I promise.”

      “You have no way of knowing that.”

      “I know that if this doesn’t work and your uncle lives long enough to see his plan through, we’ll all die,” I said. “I’m our best bet at stopping him. I have to do this.”

      “You’re assuming your mom will take you to the Underworld,” Zane said. “What if she refuses?”

      “If she refuses, then we’ll brainstorm from there. But like she told us, she’s a goddess of peace. This is our best chance at saving the world. And she has an open mind. I think she’ll help us.” I turned my attention back to Kate. “I always reach my mom by phone, but cell service is down because of the storm. And she told me she was going to be busy answering the prayers of the witches. How do we get word to her to come here?”

      “I’m glad you asked,” Kate said. “Because I know exactly how to do that.”
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      “Without phones, and without it being the night of the new moon, we’re going to have to use magic,” Kate said. “Ancient magic. It will require five people—one representing each of the traditional elements. Earth, fire, air, water, and spirit. We have three of us here—me for earth, Blake for fire, and Nicole for spirit. Given that Zane’s magic is Norse and not Greek, I don’t think he’ll be able to represent water. But the head of the water dorm—Maya—is still here, and she’s one of the most powerful water elementals we know. We just have to figure out air. Without Mason, we don’t have a leader of their dorm, since most of them left during the snowstorm to be with their families.”

      “Unless they’re not close with their families, or if their families live in places up north where the snow is hitting hard. Like Massachusetts,” I said. “Like Alyssa.” Guilt filled me at the fact that I hadn’t asked about her yet. Ever since getting here, I’d been so concerned about finding the Flaming Sword that I hadn’t focused on anything else. “Did she stay?”

      “She did,” Kate confirmed. “As did a few others.”

      “Alyssa’s family practiced old magic.” I was supposed to keep that quiet, but Kate needed this information, and I trusted her with it more than anyone else. “She trusts in my mom—in Hecate. She has a connection with her. And she has one with me. If anyone should be the one to represent air in our circle, it’s her.”

      “All very good points,” Kate said. “I’ll get her and bring her in here.”

      She stood, walked across the room to the door, and shut it behind her.

      Zane sat down and glared at the wall, still refusing to look at me.

      I desperately wanted to walk over to him. But he needed his space, and unfortunately, he didn’t have time right now to take it. I got that way whenever something was upsetting me, too.

      He’ll come around, I thought. He had to. Leaving for the Underworld without working this out between us would break my heart.

      Especially because I wasn’t sure I’d be returning. I hoped beyond anything that I would, and I refused to let my mind wander to the alternative, because it was too stressful to think about. Especially because if the alternative happened, we’d all likely die anyway.

      King Lucien had to be stopped.

      It didn’t take Kate long to return with Alyssa.

      The moment Alyssa saw me, she ran to me and engulfed me in what felt like the world’s most suffocating hug.

      I hugged her back as non-awkwardly as I possibly could.

      “I thought you’d gone home,” she said, confusion swirling in her eyes. “Why did you come back? It’s a mess here. I’m sure Florida is in much better shape.” She laughed, although I could tell it was forced.

      “I didn’t go home,” I told her. “A lot’s happened since I got to the academy. A lot that I haven’t been able to tell you.”

      “Okay…” She slowed down and looked around the room—especially at Zane, who was still brooding in his chair. “Care to fill me in?”

      “You might want to sit down,” I said. “Because when I said a lot has happened, it’s really been a lot.”

      She cautiously sat down, and the rest of us joined her and Zane at the table.

      “All right.” I took a deep breath, figuring the beginning was the best place to start. “My element isn’t air. It’s metal and gems.”

      “But that’s not one of the elements,” she said, but then her eyes went deep in thought, as if she was puzzling it together. “You made those crystals float when we did that spell. You could fight with the metal swords and not the wooden ones. Actually, thinking back on it, anytime you used your magic, metal or crystals were always involved.”

      “Because metals and gemstones are my element,” I repeated. “Not air.”

      “But how?” she asked. “The gods only gift witches with one of the four main elements.”

      “Except for me,” Nicole chimed in.

      “That’s different.” Alyssa waved her off, and Blake held Nicole closer, as if he was proud of her.

      “There’s one god who hasn’t gifted any students with elements,” I said, waiting for her to put it together. “One who doesn’t live in Olympus.”

      “No way.” Her mouth dropped open in shock. “Are you talking about Hades?”

      “I am.”

      “But he’s faithful to Persephone. Everyone knows that.”

      “He is,” I said. “That hasn’t changed.”

      “But that would mean you’re the daughter of Hades and Persephone,” she said, her eyes widening in shock. “Which would make you…”

      “A goddess,” I helped her out, since as expected, this news was clearly making her speechless.

      “No. Freaking. Way.”

      “I also have earth magic,” I continued. “From Persephone. It’s how I freed myself from the grass cuff Topher bound around my ankle when we faced off during Greek Week.”

      “But you couldn’t escape the other one,” she said.

      “I pretended I couldn’t escape the other one, so no one would see anything strange and get suspicious. And I’m not the only one who’s been pretending.” I looked to Zane so he could tell her the truth behind his heritage, since the rest of the story wouldn’t make sense otherwise.

      He gave her a version of it that made him sound like less of a bad guy than he’d been in the beginning, and it still left Alyssa speechless.

      She took a few moments to soak it all in.

      “So, both of you were pretending to be something you’re not,” she said. “And then you left the academy right after Greek Week. I’m assuming you weren’t actually visiting the other covens.”

      “We most definitely weren’t,” I said, and then I told her everything else, from our journey to the Immortal Mountains, the truth about Mason, my returning there to spy on the immortals, to Hermes abducting me to the Underworld, until finishing with this moment right now.

      “Wow,” Alyssa said. “That was a lot.”

      “I warned you.”

      “I can’t believe you kept it all to yourself the whole time.”

      “It hated it,” I said, bracing myself for her to be angry with me and tell me I was a terrible friend. “I wanted to talk to you about it so badly. But the secrets weren’t mine to tell.”

      “I get it,” she said.

      “That easily?”

      “Yeah.” She shrugged. “If I knew the truth about you, and that you’d probably get stolen down to the Underworld if anyone found out, then I wouldn't tell anyone. I’m sure you felt the same way about Zane’s secret. I don’t blame you for keeping it to yourself.”

      “Thanks.” Tightness left my chest, since I’d been afraid that Alyssa wouldn’t accept Zane. “That means a lot.”

      “But why are you telling me all this now?” she asked.

      “Because we need to call on Hecate so she can bring me back to the Underworld,” I said. “We need an air elemental to help with the spell, and you were the first person to come to my mind.”

      “Of course I’m happy to help,” she said. “You know that.”

      “I do.” I smiled, because it was what I’d been hoping to hear.

      Next, Kate brought Maya in to fill her in. Maya was skeptical at first, but she trusted Kate and the Elementals. And she was more than on board after I showed her the prophecy contained in the pendant the Oracle had given me. The only person she still seemed wary of was Zane, but that was a problem for later. Right now, all that mattered was getting me back to the Underworld.

      Now that everyone was on board, we bundled up and headed to Kinsley Cottage so Kate could gather the materials we needed. As always, we left through the back door so none of the others who were staying at the school would see us. It was important to leave them in the dark for now—there was nothing they could do to help, and we didn’t want to scare them.

      As Kate fetched the materials from the cottage, Blake, Zane, and Maya created a large circle for us in the snow to perform the spell. As they worked, I glanced up at the moon, which was in that place between half and full.

      “A waning gibbous,” Alyssa said from next to me. “Not ideal to call upon Hecate—that would be either a full moon or a new moon. But we’ve gotta work with what we have.”

      “It’ll be fine,” I said, even though there was no way we could know that.

      “I can’t believe you were raised by Hecate.” Alyssa looked away from the moon and back to me. “And that even though you grew up living with her, you were totally clueless about the ancient magic.”

      “I wasn’t totally clueless,” I said. “Like I told you, we had tarot cards and crystals around the house. I just never thought any of it was real until my magic appeared.”

      “I can’t imagine what it would be like to grow up not knowing about magic,” she said. “I suppose it would feel like a part of me was missing. Like I knew I was meant to be more than I was, but didn’t understand why.”

      “You say you don’t think you could imagine what it would be like, but that’s exactly what it felt like,” I told her. “Even after coming to the academy, I still didn’t fit in.”

      “Because the only other goddess here is Kate.” She looked me up and down, as if searching for something. “You don’t look any different than before. But I guess the whole goddess thing explains why even the witches and demigods at the academy were wary of you.”

      “They were?” I asked, since compared to my life before, I’d been surprised I’d made any friends here at all.

      “Definitely,” she said. “More so in the air dorm. Because we’re all so extraverted, and you’re… not.”

      “Really?” I raised an eyebrow and repressed a chuckle.

      “You spend a lot of time reading in your room and doing homework,” she said quickly. “You’re not exactly a social butterfly at meals, and you seem kind of miserable at parties—”

      “Relax.” I laughed. “I was kidding. Once this is all over, I’m going to move out of the air dorm and into the cottage with the others.”

      I hadn’t realized that was what I wanted until I said it.

      “Except that once this is all over, you’ll be the queen of the immortals,” Alyssa reminded me. “And I don’t think you’ll be able to rule them from Kinsley Cottage.”
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      “Right. Of course.” I looked at the cottage sadly, remembering when Kate had told me they’d intended to invite me to live there before deciding I should continue pretending to be an air elemental. At the time, I’d wanted that so badly.

      Now, I wasn’t sure what I wanted.

      All I knew was that I had to kill the king of the immortals, so I’d have a place to live after all of this was over.

      Focus on the present, I reminded myself. One moment at a time. That was how I’d gotten through this so far, and it was how I’d continue to handle it.

      Because while immortals couldn’t die of natural causes, a good old sword through the heart or beheading would still send them straight to the Underworld, or the World of Fire, or wherever their kind went after death. And even the strongest immortals could be taken down by powerful weapons, like the Flaming Sword.

      There were also fates far worse for people than death. And after my weeks locked in my quarters in the Underworld, I didn’t want to find out what those fates could be.

      “How are you doing?” Zane asked from my side.

      At some point while I’d been staring at the cottage lost in my thoughts, he must have come over to stand next to me.

      I wanted to wrap my arms around him and never let go. To be held by him and assured that everything was going to be okay, even though there was no way either of us could truly know that.

      Tears welled in my eyes, and even though I wasn’t one to show my emotions in front of others, I wrapped my arms around him anyway, relieved when he hugged me back.

      He was the only person whose hugs felt like home.

      “Thanks for being here,” I murmured in his ear, quietly enough that no one else could hear.

      He pulled back and cupped my cheek in his hand, his gaze loving and fierce at the same time. “I’m always here for you,” he promised. “Yes, I’m frustrated that I can’t go to the Underworld with you. It’s eating me up inside, and it’s going to be like a stab in my heart when you leave. I’ve experienced it before, every time we’ve been apart, and I don’t want to go through it again. I hate that I’ll have to. More than anything, I hate that I won’t be able to help.”

      His sudden burst of emotion caught me by surprise, and in that moment, it was only me and Zane standing in under the moonlight. “I’m going to do everything I possibly can to come back to you,” I promised.

      “I know.” He held me closer and kissed my forehead, which was somehow just as intimate as everything we’d done in private last night.

      Someone cleared his throat nearby—Blake. “Are we ready to do this?” he asked.

      I pulled away from Zane and realized that Kate had returned from the cottage with a basket full of materials.

      “Yes.” I stepped out of the hug with Zane, although we kept our hands clasped together.

      Now that the wall between us was gone, I didn’t want to stop touching him until I entered the tunnels to the Underworld.

      But while I loved Zane, and while I wanted him by my side, I didn’t need him by my side.

      I was strong enough to do this on my own.

      “Get in your positions,” Kate instructed, and the others involved in the spell stood at the directional point of the circle that their element represented. West for air, south for fire, east for water, and the center for spirit. Kate still needed to take her position at the north, but first, she removed a bundle of sage from her basket and held it out to Blake. “Light it,” she told him.

      Blake used his fire magic to light up the sage. The flames cooled to embers, and Kate walked around the circle, waving the sage around to create swirls of smoke to create a protective barrier around our circle.

      Next, she had Blake light up a bundle of sweetgrass, and she traced the same path she’d walked with the sage, to bring positive energy into the circle. As its name said, the sweetgrass smelled far sweeter than the ashy sage.

      She placed the sweetgrass back in the basket and brought out a pouch of crystals. She walked around the circle, handing everyone a crystal in the color that represented their element. A blue one for Maya, a red one for Blake, a yellow one for Alyssa, and a clear quartz for Nicole. She held onto a green one for herself.

      Once everyone had their crystal, she returned to her box and brought out small spell candles, each one representing the color of the elements, and handed them out. She reached Blake last, and handed him a red candle.

      “Light them up,” she told him.

      He held his candle in his hand, stared at the wick, and flames came forth from all the candles in the circle at once.

      “Wow,” I said, since I’d never seen him use his magic like that.

      I hadn’t known it was possible.

      The light from the flames danced across their faces, and I got chills about how magical this felt. An ancient spell joined with the power of the elements. The combination had to create the strongest magic seen for over a thousand years.

      “Summer should join Nicole in the center,” Alyssa suddenly said. “She should do the final part of the spell instead of Nicole.”

      Everyone was silent, as if Alyssa had spoken out of turn.

      Which she kind of had, given that out of everyone in this group, she was the least powerful.

      “This spell is only for five people,” Kate finally said. “Why do you think Summer should join?”

      “It’s a gut feeling. Summer has a strong personal connection with Hecate. I feel like she should be in the center with this.” She pulled a small moonstone out of her jacket pocket—a shiny crystal that was opaque white, like a pearl.  It glowed in the moonlight, as if saying it agreed with Alyssa’s feelings.

      Energy emerged from the stone like an invisible fishing line latching on to me. “She’s right,” I said.

      “How do you know?” Kate asked.

      “Because I can feel the crystal pulling me in.”

      “That’s not what the book says we should do.” Kate bit her lower lip and looked worriedly between me and Alyssa.

      “Spells don’t always have to be exactly to the book,” Alyssa said. “Remember—we are the witches. We make the rules.”

      “Alyssa has a lot of experience with the ancient magic,” I added. She probably had more experience than the others here, but I didn’t want to insult any of them. “We should trust her.”

      “If that’s what you feel is right…” Kate trailed, clearly uncomfortable with the thought of breaking the rules.

      “Aren’t you the one who’s always told me there’s a first time for everything?” I asked.

      “That’s for new things,” she said. “Not for old. But the two of you are more connected to Hecate than I am. If this is what you feel is right, then I trust you.”

      “Thanks.” I walked to Alyssa and took the stone from her, its magic warm as it flowed into my palm and through my body. “How did you know to have this on you?”

      “You never know when you might need a crystal,” she said. “I always walk around with a few on hand, just in case.”

      “Of course you do.” I smiled, since it didn’t surprise me in the slightest.

      And now, with the crystal in hand, I could have sworn the moon started to glow brighter.

      Kate brought the final items out of the woven wooden box—a copper bowl with a pentacle decorating the front of it, and the tarot card for the moon. The tarot card was from the deck my mom favored—the Crystal Visions deck.

      Hopefully knowing my mom’s preferences would give us a hand up for this spell.

      Kate placed the bowl at my feet and handed the tarot card to me. The woman standing in the center of the card wore a flowing purple gown, although unlike my mom’s hair, hers was silvery white, like the moon. A wolf stood on each side of her, and she held a staff with the triple moon symbol on the top of it.

      It was beautiful, and I regretted not exploring tarot growing up, given that there had been many decks around the house.

      Luckily, there was no better time to start than the present.

      Well, the future, since we had to save the world before I had time to sit down and study the tarot cards.

      The card was so beautiful that I was saddened about what had to come next. But sacrifices weren’t uncommon in high-level spells, and compared to other sacrificial possibilities, this one wasn’t bad at all.

      “We call Hecate, the goddess of witchcraft, into our circle,” I said, and in my mind, I begged her to listen.

      Then, with much regret, I touched the bottom corner of the tarot card to the flame of Nicole’s candle. The edges singed as the flame crawled through the card, and not having time to waste, I moved to my knees and dropped the card into the bowl.

      The flame ignited, warming my face, coming so close that I worried it might burn me. But it died down quickly, leaving only a pile of ash in its place.

      I gazed around, half-expecting my mom to already be there.

      She wasn’t.

      But then all the candles extinguished, and the shadows darkened. My mom stepped out of them, the moonlight glowing from her skin.

      “You called?” She stared down at me, waiting for an explanation. She looked irritated—the same way she’d looked at me growing up when I’d been in trouble.

      She must have been in the middle of doing something important.

      “I need you to bring me back to the Underworld,” I said. “Because I need to speak with Hades.”

      She studied me and waited, as if she expected me to say I was kidding.

      “Well,” she said after it became clear I wasn’t going to take my words back. “This is certainly something I didn’t see coming.”

      “We’ve learned a lot about the Flaming Sword in the past day.”

      It was crazy to think it had only been a day.

      “I have a feeling it’s a long story,” she said. “One you don’t want to tell in the cold. How about we go into the cottage and you all can fill me in?”

      “Sure.” I stood up, brushing dirt off my knees. “Of course.”

      We gathered our supplies, made our way into the cottage, and like many other times before, we got comfortable in the living room. Zane and I sat next to each other on the couch, the sides of our bodies touching. My mom was in one of the chairs next to us.

      Outside, under the light of the moon, she’d looked like an imposing goddess. Now she still looked like a goddess, but at least I could see my mom in there.

      As quickly as possible, I caught her up on everything that had happened since I’d seen her last.

      “I don’t like the thought of you going back there,” she said once I was finished. “But you’re right. Hades wants to earn your affection. If he’s going to do a favor for anyone, it would be you.”

      “Does that mean you’ll do it?”

      “I’ll go to the Underworld now and speak to Hades to prepare him for your arrival,” she said. “Then, assuming he wants to see you, I’ll return tomorrow and bring you to his palace.”
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      Zane and I spent the night together again, and we wore each other out so much that I was able to sleep better than I had in weeks.

      The reason why I needed less sleep than others made sense now: I was a daughter of both the day and night. I received energy from both, thus, needing less sleep.

      Zane and I snuggled in bed until late the next morning, until he left to get us some water.

      I was sitting there, staring at the shelves of the pantry and thinking about what exactly I was going to say to Hades, when someone knocked on the door.

      I opened it and found Kate standing there.

      “Zane came to get some water, so I figured this would be a good time to talk to you,” she said.

      I adjusted my top, hoping I looked somewhat put together. “What’s up?”

      “I wasn’t able to sleep last night, because I couldn’t stop thinking about something,” she said, even though her dewy, glowing skin would have never given away the fact that she was tired.

      “Thinking about what?” I asked.

      “You’re leaving for the Underworld tonight.” She played nervously with the ends of her sweatshirt. “There’s someone there who I was close to years ago. One of the original Elementals—Chris.”

      I nodded, since we’d learned about this in class. Even though the Elementals had won the war against the Titans, they hadn’t all made it to the end.

      And from the way Kate said Chris’s name, she clearly cared about him deeply.

      “I know it might be too much of an ask, and if it is, I’ll totally understand,” she said. “But I couldn’t bring myself to watch you leave for the Underworld without asking if you might try to find out how he’s doing.”

      “You were in love with him,” I said.

      “I am in love with him. I think I’ll always be.”

      “I’m sorry.” My heart truly went out to her. Because if I lost Zane, I’d feel the exact same way. “I can’t promise anything, but I’ll do my best to find out how he’s doing.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled in relief. “I appreciate it.”

      “You took me into the academy and have watched out for me like family since I’ve gotten here,” I said, and she shuffled in humble embarrassment at the last part. “It’s the least I can do.”

      “I’m so happy you felt welcomed here, even if we’re in a bit of a disrepair right now,” she said. “Anyway, are you hungry? We’re having sandwiches.”

      “Sandwiches sound great,” I said, and together, we walked to the back room to join the others.

      “Everything okay?” Zane asked when he saw me.

      “All good,” I said, and then I glanced at Kate, who gave me a small smile, and we all sat down together and ate.
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        * * *

      

      We went to the cottage at sunset and waited for Hecate.

      I was terrible at goodbyes. Always had been. Zane and I had said our goodbyes last night, and I didn’t feel a need to rehash that in front of everyone.

      I hated when people saw me cry.

      So I did my best to pretend that everything was normal—that I wasn’t about to journey back to the Underworld and possibly never return.

      Much to my relief, the others followed suit.

      When there were no more traces of sun in the sky, my mom stepped out of the shadows. Her calm expression gave away nothing regarding what had happened when she’d spoken to Hades.

      “How’d it go?” I stood up, anxious for news.

      “He’s expecting you, and is looking forward to seeing you,” she said. “He promised to not give you any fruit to trap you in the Underworld.”

      “And you believe him?”

      “I do. Hades has his fair share of issues, but he’s a man of his word.”

      “I’ll trust you on that,” I said, since if I showed any distrust in Hades, he might not believe me when I told him I wanted to mend our relationship.

      I had to sell this story, even if it meant risking myself. Because not risking myself meant I was risking the world, and I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t do everything possible to stop the coming war.

      I stood up and rubbed the front of my jeans. They were black, as was the rest of my outfit. The funny thing was that I wasn’t even trying to look like a princess of the Underworld—this was just how I’d always dressed.

      “So,” I said. “I guess this is it.”

      “I’m ready whenever you are,” she said.

      I turned to the others, relieved to see that their eyes all shined with confidence.

      Confidence in me.

      I’d come a long way since coming into my magic and being whisked away to the academy. And I couldn’t help but be proud of myself for earning their respect.

      “I’ll see you all soon,” I said, and then I took my mom’s hand, and together, we stepped into the darkness.
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        I hope you enjoyed The Queen of Magic! If so, I’d love if you left a review. Reviews help readers find the book, and I read each and every one of them. They also motivate me to write the next book faster!

      

        

      
        A review for the first book is the most helpful.

      

        

      
        Here’s the link on Amazon where you can leave your review ➜ mybook.to/elementalsacademy1.
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        BONUS: Summer and Zane sex scene

      

        

      
        For fun, I wrote a detailed version of the scene where Summer and Zane have sex for the first time—without fading to black.

      

        

      
        If you don’t like reading scenes with on-screen sex in them, or if you’re a member of my family, this bonus scene isn’t for you.

      

        

      
        If you’re neither of those things, then carry on.

      

        

      
        CLICK HERE or visit michellemadow.com/queen-of-magic-bonus-scene to read the bonus scene.
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        The final book in the Elementals Academy series, The Goddess of Magic, is releasing in winter 2023.

      

        

      
        Pre-order your copy now:

        mybook.to/elementalsacademy4

      

        

      
        To chat with me and other readers about the book, go to www.facebook.com/groups/michellemadow and join my Facebook group.
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        Never miss a new release by signing up to get emails or texts when my books come out.

      

        

      
        Sign up for emails: michellemadow.com/subscribe

        Sign up for texts: michellemadow.com/texts
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        As you wait for the final book in the Elementals Academy series, I recommend checking out the original Elementals series, which features Nicole and Blake.

      

        

      
        Get your copy now:

        mybook.to/elementalsboxset

      

        

      
        You can also turn the page to read a sneak peek of the first four chapters.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The secretary fumbled through the stacks of papers on her desk, searching for my schedule. “Here it is.” She pulled out a piece of paper and handed it to me. “I’m Mrs. Dopkin. Feel free to come to me if you have any questions.”

      “Thanks.” I looked at the schedule, which had my name on the top, and listed my classes and their locations. “This can’t be right.” I held it closer, as if that would make it change. “It has me in all honors classes.”

      She frowned and clicked around her computer. “Your schedule is correct,” she said. “Your homeroom teacher specifically requested that you be in the honors courses.”

      “But I wasn’t in honors at my old school.”

      “It doesn’t appear to be a mistake,” she said. “And the late bell’s about to ring, so if you need a schedule adjustment, come back at the end of the day so we can discuss it. You’re in Mr. Faulkner’s homeroom, in the library. Turn right out of the office and walk down the hall. You’ll see the library on the right. Go inside and head all the way to the back. Your homeroom is in the only door there. Be sure to hurry—you don’t want to be late.”

      She returned to her computer, apparently done talking to me, so I thanked her for her help and left the office.

      Kinsley High felt cold compared to my school in Georgia, and not just in the literal sense. Boxy tan lockers lined every wall, and the concrete floor was a strange mix of browns that reminded me of throw-up. The worst part was that there were no windows anywhere, and therefore a serious lack of sunlight.

      I preferred the warm green carpets and open halls at my old school. Actually I preferred everything about my small Georgia town, especially the sprawling house and the peach tree farm I left behind. But I tried not to complain too much to my parents.

      After all, I remembered the way my dad had bounced around the living room while telling us about his promotion to anchorman on the news station. It was his dream job, and he didn’t mind that the only position available was in Massachusetts. My mom had jumped on board with the plan to move, confident that her paintings would sell better in a town closer to a major city. My younger sister Becca had liked the idea of starting fresh, along with how the shopping in Boston apparently exceeded anything in our town in Georgia.

      There had to be something about the move for me to like. Unfortunately, I had yet to find it.

      I didn’t realize I’d arrived at the library until the double doors were in front of me. At least I’d found it without getting lost.

      I walked inside the library, pleased to find it was nothing like the rest of the school. The golden carpet and wooden walls were warm and welcoming, and the upstairs even had windows. I yearned to run toward the sunlight, but the late bell had already rung, so I headed to the back of the library. Hopefully being new would give me a free pass on being late.

      Just as the secretary had said, there was only one door. But with it’s ancient peeling wood, it looked like it led to a storage room, not a classroom. And there was no glass panel, so I couldn’t peek inside. I had to assume this was it.

      I wrapped my fingers around the doorknob, my hand trembling. It’s your first day, I reminded myself. No one’s going to blame you for being late on your first day.

      I opened the door, halfway expecting it to be a closet full of old books or brooms. But it wasn’t a closet.

      It was a classroom.

      Everyone stared at me, and I looked to the front of the room, where a tall, lanky man in a tweed suit stood next to a blackboard covered with the morning announcements. His gray hair shined under the light, and his wrinkled skin and warm smile reminded me more of a grandfather than a teacher.

      He cleared his throat and rolled a piece of chalk in his palm. “You must be Nicole Cassidy,” he said.

      “Yeah.” I nodded and looked around at the other students. There were about thirty of them, and there seemed to be an invisible line going down the middle of the room, dividing them in half. The students near the door wore jeans and sweatshirts, but the ones closer to the wall looked like they were dressed for a fashion show instead of school.

      “It’s nice to meet you Nicole.” The teacher sounded sincere, like he was meeting a new friend instead of a student. “Welcome to our homeroom. I’m Mr. Faulkner, but please call me Darius.” He turned to the chalkboard, lifted his hand, and waved it from one side to the other. “You probably weren’t expecting everything to look so normal, but we have to be careful. As I’m sure you know, we can’t risk letting anyone else know what goes on in here.”

      Then the board shimmered—like sunlight glimmering off the ocean—and the morning announcements changed into different letters right in front of my eyes.
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      I blinked a few times to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. What I’d just seen couldn’t have been real.

      At least the board had stopped shimmering, although instead of the morning announcements, it was full of information about the meanings of different colors. I glanced at the other students, and while a few of them smiled, they were mostly unfazed. They just watched me, waiting for me to say something. Darius also stood calmly, waiting for my reaction.

      “How did you do that?” I finally asked.

      “It’s easy,” Darius said. “I used magic. Well, a task like that wouldn’t have been easy for you, since you’re only in your second year of studies, but given enough practice you’ll get the hang of it.” He motioned to a seat in the second row, next to a girl with chin-length mousy brown hair. “Please sit down, and we’ll resume class.”

      I stared at him, not moving. “You used … magic,” I repeated, the word getting stuck in my throat. I looked around the room again, waiting for someone to laugh. This had to be a joke. After all, an owl hadn’t dropped a letter down my fireplace to let me know I’d been accepted into a special school, and I certainly hadn’t taken an enchanted train to get to Kinsley High. “Funny. Now tell me what you really did.”

      “You mean you don’t know?” Darius’s forehead crinkled.

      “Is this a special studies homeroom?” I asked. “And I somehow got put into one about … magic tricks?”

      “It wasn’t a trick,” said an athletic boy in the center of the room. His sandy hair fell below his ears, and he leaned back in his seat, pushing his sleeves up to his elbows. “Why use tricks when we can do the real thing?”

      I stared at him blankly and backed towards the door. He couldn’t be serious. Because magic—real magic—didn’t exist. They must be playing a joke on me. Make fun of the new kid who hadn’t grown up in a town so close to Salem.

      I wouldn’t fall for it. So I might as well play along.

      “If that was magic, then where are your wands?” I held up a pretend wand, making a swooshing motion with my wrist.

      Darius cleaned his glasses with the bottom of his sweater. “I’d assumed you’d already started your lessons at your previous school.” He frowned and placed his glasses back on. “From your reaction, I’m guessing that’s not the case. I apologize for startling you. Unfortunately, there’s no easy way to say this now, so I might as well be out with it.” He took a deep breath, and said, “We’re witches. You are, too. And regarding your question, we don’t use wands because real witches don’t need them. That’s an urban legend created by humans who felt safer believing that they couldn’t be harmed if there was no wand in sight.”

      “You can’t be serious.” I laughed nervously and pulled at the sleeves of my sweater. “Even if witches did exist—which they don’t—I’m definitely not one of them.”

      The only thing “magical” that had ever happened to me was how the ligament I tore in my knee while playing tennis last month had healed right after moving here. The doctor had said it was a medical miracle.

      But that didn’t make it magic.

      “I am completely serious,” Darius said. “We’re all witches, as are you. And this is a special studies homeroom—it’s for the witches in the school. Although of course the administration doesn’t know that.” He chuckled. “They just think it’s for highly gifted students. Now, please take a seat in the chair next to Kate, and I’ll explain more.”

      I looked around the room, waiting for someone to end this joke. But the brown-haired girl who I assumed was Kate tucked her hair behind her ears and studied her hands. The athletic boy next to her watched me expectantly, and smiled when he caught me looking at him. A girl behind him glanced through her notes, and several other students shuffled in their seats.

      My sweater felt suddenly constricting, and I swallowed away the urge to bolt out of there. This was a mistake, and I had to fix it. Now.

      “I’m going to go back to the office to make sure they gave me the right schedule,” I said, pointing my thumb at the door. “They must have put me in the wrong homeroom. But have fun talking about…” I looked at the board again to remind myself what it said. “Energy colors and their meanings.”

      They were completely out of their minds.

      I hurried out of the classroom, feeling like I could breathe again once I was in the library lobby. No one else was around, and I sat in a chair to collect my thoughts. I would go back to the front office in a minute. For now, I browsed through my cell phone, wanting to see something familiar to remind myself that I wasn’t going crazy.

      Looking through my friends’ recent photos made me miss home even more. My eyes filled with tears at the thought of them living their lives without me. It hadn’t been a week, and they’d already stopped texting me as often as usual. I was hundreds of miles away, and they were moving on, forgetting about me.

      Not wanting anyone to see me crying, I wiped away the tears and switched my camera to front facing view to check my reflection. My eyes were slightly red, but not enough that anyone would notice. And my makeup was still intact.

      I was about to put my phone away when I noticed something strange. The small scar above my left eyebrow—the one I’d gotten in fourth grade when I’d fallen on a playground—had disappeared. I brushed my index finger against the place where the indentation had been, expecting it to be a trick of the light. But the skin was soft and smooth.

      As if the scar had never been there at all.

      I dropped my hand down to my lap. Scars didn’t disappear overnight, just like torn ligaments didn’t repair themselves in days. And Darius had sounded so convinced that what he’d been saying was true. All of the students seemed to support what he was saying, too.

      What if they actually believed what he was telling me? That magic did exist?

      The thought was entertaining, but impossible. So I clicked out of the camera, put the phone back in my bag, and stood up. I had to get out of here. Maybe once I did, I would start thinking straight again.

      “Nicole!” someone called from behind me. “Hold on a second.”

      I let out a long breath and turned around. The brown-haired girl Darius had called Kate was jogging in my direction. She was shorter than I’d originally thought, and the splattering of freckles across her nose made her look the same age as my younger sister Becca, who was in eighth grade. But that was where the similarities between Kate and Becca ended. Because Kate was relatively plain looking, except for her eyes, which were a unique shade of bright, forest green.

      “I know that sounded crazy in there,” she said once she reached me. She picked at the side of her thumbnail, and while I suspected she wanted me to tell her that it didn’t sound crazy, I couldn’t lie like that.

      “Yeah. It did.” I shifted my feet, gripping the strap of my bag. “I know this is Massachusetts and witches are a part of the history here, so if you all believe in that stuff, that’s fine. But it’s not really my sort of thing.”

      “Keep your voice down.” She scanned the area, but there was no one else in the library, so we were in the clear. “What Darius told you is real. How else would you explain what you saw in there, when he changed what was on the board?”

      “A projector?” I shrugged. “Or maybe the board is a TV screen?”

      “There’s no projector.” She held my gaze. “And the board isn’t a television screen, even though that would be cool.”

      “Then I don’t know.” I glanced at the doors. “But magic wouldn’t be on my list of explanations. No offense or anything.”

      “None taken,” she said in complete seriousness. “But you were put in our homeroom for a reason. You’re one of us. Think about it … do strange things ever happen to you or people around you? Things that have no logical explanation?”

      I opened my mouth, ready to say no, but closed it. After all, two miraculous healings in a few days definitely counted as strange, although I wouldn’t go so far as to call it magic.

      But wasn’t that the definition of a miracle—something that happened without any logical explanation, caused by something bigger than us? Something magical?

      “It has.” Kate smiled, bouncing on her toes. “Hasn’t it?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged, not wanting to tell her the specifics. It sounded crazy enough in my head—how would it sound when spoken out loud? “But I guess I’ll go back with you for now. Only because the secretary said she won’t adjust my schedule until the end of the day, anyway.”

      She smiled and led the way back to the classroom. Everyone stared at me again when we entered, and I didn’t meet anyone’s eyes as I took the empty chair next to her.

      Darius nodded at us and waited for everyone to settle down. Once situated, I finally glanced around at the other students. The boy Darius had called Chris smiled at me, a girl with platinum hair filed her nails under the table, and the girl next to her looked like she was about to fall asleep. They were all typical high school students waiting for class to end.

      But my eyes stopped at the end of the row on a guy with dark shaggy hair. His designer jeans and black leather jacket made him look like he’d come straight from a modeling shoot, and the casual way he leaned back in his chair exuded confidence and a carefree attitude. Then his gaze met mine, and goosebumps rose over my skin. His eyes were a startling shade of burnt brown, and they were soft, but calculating. Like he was trying to figure me out.

      Kate rested an elbow on the table and leaned closer to me. “Don’t even think about it,” she whispered, and I yanked my gaze away from his, my cheeks flushing at the realization that I’d been caught staring at him. “That’s Blake Carter. He’s been dating Danielle Emerson since last year. She’s the one to his left.”

      Not wanting to stare again, I glanced at Danielle from the corner of my eye. Her chestnut hair was supermodel thick, her ocean blue eyes were so bright that I wondered if they were colored contacts, and her black v-neck shirt dropped as low as possible without being overly inappropriate for school.

      Of course Blake had a girlfriend, and she was beautiful. I never stood a chance.

      “As I said earlier, we’re going to review the energy colors and what they mean,” Darius said, interrupting my thoughts. “But before we begin, who can explain to Nicole how we use energy?”

      I sunk down in my seat, hating that the attention had been brought back to me. Luckily, the athletic boy next to Kate who’d said the thing earlier about magic not being a trick raised his hand.

      “Chris,” Darius called on him. “Go ahead.”

      Chris pushed his hair off his forehead and faced me. His t-shirt featured an angry storm cloud holding a lighting bolt like a baseball bat, with “Trenton Thunder” written below it. It was goofy, and not a sports team that I’d ever heard of. But his boyish grin and rounded cheeks made him attractive in a cute way. Not in the same “stop what you’re doing because I’m walking in your direction” way as Blake, but he definitely would have gotten attention from the girls at my old school.

      “There’s energy everywhere.” Chris moved his hands in a giant arc above his head to demonstrate. “Humans know that energy exists—they’ve harnessed it for electronics. The difference between us and humans is that we have the power to tap into energy and use it ourselves, and humans don’t.” He smiled at me, as if I was supposed to understand what he meant. “Make sense?”

      “Not really,” I said. “Sorry.”

      “It’s easier if you relate it to something familiar,” he said, speaking faster. “What happens to the handle of a metal spoon when you leave it in boiling water?”

      “It gets hot?” I said it as a question. This was stuff people learned in fifth grade science—not high school homeroom.

      “And what happens when it’s plastic?”

      “It doesn’t get hot,” I said slowly. “It stays room temperature.”

      “Exactly.” He grinned at me like I’d just solved an astrophysics mathematical equation. “Humans are like plastic. Even if they’re immersed in energy, they can’t conduct it. Witches are like metal. We have the ability to absorb energy and control it as we want.”

      “So, how do we take in this energy?” I asked, since I might as well humor him.

      “Through our hands.” Chris turned his palms up, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. He looked like a meditating Buddha. Students snickered, and Chris re-opened his eyes, pushed his sleeves up, and sat back in his chair.

      “O-o-kay.” I elongated the word, smiling and laughing along with everyone else.

      Darius cleared his throat, and everyone calmed down. “We can conduct energy from the Universe into our bodies,” he said, his voice full of authority. Chills passed through me, and even though I still didn’t believe any of this, I sat back to listen. “Once we’ve harnessed it, we can use it as we like. Think of energy like light. It contains different colors, each relating to an aspect of life. I’ve written them on the board. The most basic exercise we learn in this class is to sense this energy and absorb it. Just open your mind, envision the color you’re focusing on, and picture it entering your body through your palms.”

      I rotated my hand to look at my palm. It looked normal—not like it was about to open up and absorb energy from the Universe.

      “We’re going to do a meditation session,” Darius continued. “Everyone should pick a color from the board and picture it as energy entering your palms. Keep it simple and absorb the energy—don’t push it back out into the Universe. This exercise is for practice and self-improvement.” He looked at me, a hint of challenge in his eyes. “Now, please pick a color and begin.”

      I looked around the room to see what others were doing. Most people already had their eyes closed, the muscles in their faces calm and relaxed. They were really getting into this. As if they truly believed it.

      If I didn’t at least look like I was trying, I would stand out—again. So I might as well go along with it and pretend.

      I re-examined the board and skimmed through the “meanings” of the colors. Red caught my attention first. It apparently increased confidence, courage, and love, along with attraction and desire. The prospect made me glance at Blake, who sat still with his eyes closed, his lips set in a line of concentration.

      But he was out of my league and he had a girlfriend. I shouldn’t waste my time hoping for anything to happen between us.

      Instead, I read through the other colors and settled on green. It supposedly brought growth, success, and luck, along with helping a person open their mind, become more aware of options, and choose a good path. Those were all things I needed right now.

      I opened my palms towards the ceiling and closed my eyes. Once comfortable, I steadied my breathing and tried clearing my mind.

      Then there was the question of how to “channel” a color. Picturing it seemed like a good start, so I imagined myself pulling green out of the air, the color glowing with life. A soft hum filled my ears as it expanded and pushed against me, like waves crashing over my skin. The palms of my hands tingled, and the energy flowed through my body, joining with my blood as it pumped through my veins. It streamed up my arms, moved down to my stomach, and poured down to my toes. Green glowed behind my eyelids, and I kept gathering it and gathering it until it grew so much that it had nowhere else to go.

      Then it pushed its way out of my palms with such force that it must have lit up the entire room.
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      The bell rang, and my eyes snapped open, the classroom coming into focus. I looked around, taking in the scuffed tiled floor, the chalkboard covered with writing, the white plaster walls, and the lack of windows. Everything looked normal. Unchanged. There was no proof that anything I’d just felt had been more than a figment of my imagination.

      But that energy flowing through my body had been so real. I tightened my hands into fists and opened them back up, but only a soft tingle remained. Then it disappeared completely.

      Kate stood up, dropped her backpack on her chair, and studied me. “I’m guessing from the look on your face that it worked,” she said.

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged and picked up my bag. “I’m not sure what was supposed to happen.” I met her eyes and managed a small smile, since it wasn’t exactly a lie.

      But the energy I’d felt around me was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. Which meant my imagination was running out of control. Because there was no proof that I’d done anything. What I’d “experienced” had existed only in my head. Right?

      Kate glanced at her watch. “What class do you have first?”

      I pulled out my schedule. “Honors Biology.” I scrunched my nose at the prospect. “They put me in all honors classes, and I have no idea why. I was in regular classes at my old school.”

      “I’ve got Honors Bio, too,” she said. “Come on. I’ll explain the whole honors thing on the way there.”

      I followed Kate down the hallway, although I kept bumping into people, since my mind was spinning after what had happened in homeroom. I’d felt something during that meditation session. Maybe it was the energy that Darius was talking about. And if this energy stuff was the reason behind the miraculous recovery of my torn tendon and the healed scar …

      I pushed the thought away. There had to be another explanation. One that made sense.

      Kate edged closer to the wall to give me space to walk next to her. “So, about the honors classes,” she said, lowering her voice. “You saw what was written on the board. Each color has a different meaning. Once we learn how to harness energy properly, we can use the different colors to help us … do things.”

      “What kind of things?” I asked.

      “Let’s take yellow—my personal favorite—as an example,” she said. “Yellow increases focus and helps us remember information. If you channel yellow energy before studying for a test, it won’t take as long to review everything, and you’ll remember more. It’ll make your memory almost photographic. Pretty cool, right?”

      “It does sound useful,” I agreed. “Although I’m still not buying all this colors and energy stuff.”

      “Give it time.” Kate smiled, as if she knew something I didn’t, and stopped in front of a classroom door. “We’re here. Want to sit with me?” She led the way to a table in the front, and I followed, even though front and center wasn’t my thing. “I’ll help you with the basics after school,” she offered. “You got the hang of channeling energy pretty quickly, so it shouldn’t be hard. Sometimes it takes the freshmen months to gather enough energy to feel anything significant. It was obvious from where I was sitting that you did it on your first try. That was pretty impressive.”

      “I’m not sure I actually did anything, but sure, I’ll study with you after school,” I said. Even though this energy stuff sounded crazy, it was nice of Kate to reach out. I didn’t want to miss the chance to make my first friend here. “I could definitely use help getting caught up with my classes.”

      “Great.” Kate beamed. “I’m sure you’ll pick it up quickly.”

      More students piled in, a few of them people I recognized from homeroom. Then, just as I’d started to think it was stupid to hope he would also be in this class, Blake strolled inside, with Danielle trailing close behind.

      His eyes met mine, and my breath caught, taken aback by how he’d noticed me again. But he couldn’t be interested in me like that. It was probably just because I was new. And because, as embarrassing as it was to admit, he’d caught me staring at him. So I opened my textbook to the chapter that Kate already had open, focusing on a section on dominant and recessive genes as if it were the most fascinating thing I’d ever read in my life.

      “I told you in homeroom that he’s taken, remember?” Kate whispered once Blake and Danielle were far enough away.

      My cheeks heated. “Was it that obvious?”

      “That you were checking him out?” Kate asked, and I nodded, despite how humiliating it was that she’d noticed. “Yeah.”

      “I’m not doing it on purpose,” I said. “I know that he has a girlfriend. I would never try anything, I promise. But … have you seen him? It was hard not to at least look.”

      “I know you’re not doing it on purpose,” she said. “He’s one of the hottest guys in the school—I get that. But Danielle doesn’t take it too kindly when girls flirt with Blake. Or check out Blake. Or even look like they’re interested in Blake. It’s in your best interest to keep your distance from both of them. Trust me.”

      I was about to ask why, but before I could, the bell rang and class began.
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      The other sophomores from homeroom were in most of my classes, and Kate sat with me in each one, including lunch. I was so behind in the honors courses that I seriously needed whatever Kate said she would teach me after school to help.

      “What class do you have next?” Kate asked as we packed our bags after advanced Spanish.

      I pulled my schedule out of my pocket. “Ceramics.” I groaned. I wasn’t awful at art, but I would have preferred a music elective, since music was always my favorite class. “What about you?”

      “Theatre,” she answered, tucking her hair behind her ears. “I want to be in the school play this spring, but I always get nervous on stage. Hopefully the class will help.”

      “You’ll get in,” I said. “Besides, can’t you use that witchy energy stuff to convince the teacher to give you the part you want? Or mess up other people during their auditions so they don’t get the leads?”

      Her eyes darted around the hall, and she leaned in closer, lowering her voice. “We don’t use our powers to take advantage of others,” she said. “I’ll fill you in on everything later. Okay?”

      I nodded and followed her through the art wing, resisting the urge to ask her more right now. Instead, I looked around. Student paintings decorated the walls, and what sounded like a flute solo came from a room close by. Kate stopped in front of the double doors that led to the theatre. “This is me,” she said. “The ceramics room is upstairs—you shouldn’t miss it.”

      We split ways, and like Kate had told me, the ceramics room was easy to find. Kilns lined the side wall, pottery wheels were on the other end, bricks of clay were stacked in shelves in the back, and the huge windows were a welcome change from the stuffy classrooms I’d been in so far.

      I looked around to see if anyone seemed receptive to having the new girl join them, and my eyes stopped when they reached Blake’s. He sat at the table furthest away, leaning back in his seat with his legs outstretched. The chairs next to him were empty. He nodded at me, as if acknowledging me as a member of a special club, and I noticed that no one else from homeroom was in this class. Could he be inviting me to sit with him?

      Since everyone from homeroom seemed to stick together, I took that as a yes and walked toward Blake’s table, my pulse quickening with every step. I remembered what Kate had told me earlier about Danielle—how she was crazy possessive over Blake—but Danielle wasn’t here. And Blake was the only person who wanted me to join him. Refusing would be rude.

      He moved his legs to give me room, and I settled in the seat next to him. His deep, liquid eyes had various shades of reddish brown running through them, and he was watching me as if he was waiting for me to say something. I swallowed, not sure how to start, and settled on the obvious.

      “Hi.” My heart pounded so hard I feared he could hear it. “You’re in my homeroom, right?”

      “Yep,” he said smoothly. “We also have biology, history, and Spanish together.” He counted off each on his fingers. “And given that you’re in Darius’s homeroom, it’s safe to say that you have Greek mythology with me next period as well. I’m Blake.”

      “Nicole,” I introduced myself, even though Darius had already done so in front of the class this morning. “I heard that all of the sophomores in our homeroom have to take Greek mythology. Luckily I read The Odyssey in English last year, so I shouldn’t be totally lost.”

      “There’s a reason we’re required to take Greek mythology.” He scooted closer to me, as if about to tell me a secret, and I leaned forward in anticipation. “Did you know that we—meaning everyone in our homeroom—are descended from the Greek gods?”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Like Zeus and all of them living in a castle on the clouds?” I asked.

      “Exactly.” He smirked. “Except that they’re referred to as the Olympians, and they call their ‘castle in the clouds’ Mount Olympus.”

      “So you’re saying that we’re gods?”

      “We’re not gods.” He smiled and shook his head. “But we have ‘diluted god blood’ in us. It’s what gives us our powers.”

      “Right.” I wasn’t sure how else to respond, and I looked down at the table. Was he playing a joke on me? Trying to see how gullible the new kid could be?

      “What’s wrong?” He watched me so intensely—so seriously—that I knew he was truly concerned.

      “The truth?” I asked, and he nodded, his gaze locked on mine. So I took a deep breath, and said, “Everything from our homeroom sounds crazy to me. But you’re all so serious about it that I’m starting to think you actually believe it.”

      “It’s a lot to take in at once,” he said.

      “That’s the understatement of the day.” I flaked a piece of dried clay off the table with my thumbnail. “But Kate offered to teach me some stuff after school, and she’s been really nice by taking me around all day, so I told her I would listen to her.”

      “Kate’s a rule follower,” Blake said, crossing his arms. “She’s only going to tell you about a fraction of the stuff we can do. But stay in homeroom with us, and maybe my friends and I will show you how to have real fun with our abilities.”

      The teacher walked inside before I could respond, and the chattering in the room quieted. As much as I wanted to ask Blake what he meant, I couldn’t right now. We weren’t supposed to talk about our abilities when humans could hear.

      Then I realized: I’d thought of other people as “humans,” like I wasn’t one of them anymore.

      The scary thing was—I might be starting to believe it.
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